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Abstract 
Abstract of thesis entitled: 
Consummation of Sexuality and Religion in the Love and Divine Poetry of John 
Donne. 
Submitted by Ng Pui Lam for the degree of Master of Philosophy in English 
Literary Studies at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in Nov 2005. 
This thesis aims to show the continuity of the emphasis on sex and religion in 
Donne's love and divine poetry. Though there are two distinctive and even 
contradictory subgenres in Donne's poetry, namely the love poems in Songs and 
Sonnets and Elegies and his religious poems, both sex and religion remain the 
core subjects all the way in Donne's poetry. Donne seduces women in many 
religious ways in his love poetry. Similarly, he sees God and Satan as lovers 
fighting for his soul; and he seduces God sexually as his mistress too in his 
divine poems. Furthermore, Donne's insistence on the consummation of his body 
and soul even continues after death. His poetry also shows his anxiety about 
death since death is a separation of the soul and the body in Christian doctrines. 
In order to overcome this anxiety, Donne imagines and rehearses his own death, 
with the release of his soul and the resurrection of the body through poetry 
writing. 
論文摘要 
Abstract of thesis entitled: 
Consummation of Sexuality and Religion in the Love and Divine Poetry of John 
Donne. 
Submitted by Ng Pui Lam for the degree of Master of Philosophy in English 
Literary Studies at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in Nov 2005. 
這篇論文將會集中討論約翰•部恩的詩-透過分析他的 < < 情詩> > 、 < < 
十四行詩〉>、<<輸歌>>和<<聖詩〉〉去闡釋他將性與宗教結合的 
觀點。雖然，情詩和聖詩是兩種題材不一樣，甚至是互不相關的詩，但是 
鄧恩從來沒有因爲題材的不同而改變他自己對性與宗教的看法。由此至 
終，鄧恩都忠於自己對性與宗教是可以共存的觀點。在他的情詩中，運用 
一些聖潔的表達手法感動他的愛人的例子俯拾皆是;而他的聖詩又往往對神 
表現出一種近乎於情愁之愛。由此可見，詩人對肉體和靈魂的結合的堅持 
並沒有因爲其社會地位的改變(鄧恩在1615年被任命爲聖保祿大教堂的最 
高牧師)而放棄。另外，鄧恩的詩中暗示希望死後可以在天堂維持肉身的存 
在表現出他對死亡的恐懼。而另一方面，他在詩中幻想自己的死亡與重 
生，是他克服對死亡的恐懼的途徑。 
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Chapter 1—- Introduction 
The dramatic characters of Donne's poetry and the crises they experience 
are somehow a parallel to his own dramatic life. The early life of John Donne 
was perhaps never peaceful until his ordination as the priest of St. Paul's 
Cathedral in 1615. From the day he was bom to his early manhood, Donne 
witnessed the persecutions' of his Catholic family and even helped the escape 
of his Uncle's Jesuit fellow, William Weston, at the age of twelve. Not many 
people would have experienced such a fearful and haunting childhood and 
adolescence. Then，later in his thirties, Donne's secret marriage with Anne More, 
the daughter of Sir George More (his employer's brother-in-law) is also a 
dramatic 'scene.' Donne was imprisoned in the fleet and his establishing career 
was ruined. Although The Court of Audiences proved their marriage valid, the 
financial crisis of the new Donne family that followed was also miserable to 
Donne. After that, Donne re-established his career slowly until he was finally 
ordained as the deacon and priest of St. Paul's Cathedral in 1615. 
Similar changes can be seen in John Donne's literary works. Though the 
exact dates of most of Donne's poems remain unknown, it seems clear that most 
of his love poems were composed when he was studying at Lincoln's Inn as a 
‘ J o h n Carey highlights some of the violent and horrific persecutions of the Catholics that 
Donne probably experienced and even witnessed, p. 15-19. John Donne: Life, Mind and Art. 
Faber and Faber, London, 1981. 
2 John Carey, p. 20. 
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Law student� and his religious poems were written, judging from the existing 
data, between the period 1609-1625.4 In other words, Donne put much of his 
effort in love poems when he was an energetic young man and since he reached 
his late adulthood, he spent much of his time in religious poems. Hence, there 
was definitely a prominent shift in Donne's writing from non-religious poems to 
religious poems and prose. But does this shift mean that Donne changes from a 
physical, sexual young man to a mature and spiritual preacher? One could argue 
this point, noting Donne's religious writing is far more abundant than his 
secular writing, because of the ten thick volumes of sermons which were written 
after Donne was ordained. Does this mass of writing mean that Donne was, 
after all, a religious servant of God who gave up all his earthly desire? One 
might never imagine the poet of such erotic and sexual poems, as "Elegy, to His 
Mistress Going to Bed" and "The Bait," in Songs and Sonnets is the Dean of St. 
Paul's Cathedral. All these events seem to suggest possible changes of Donne's 
beliefs and view of life. Even Donne himself attempted to deny his 'young' 
scribbling was attuned to his figure of the priest. For example, in 1619，Donne 
3 H. J. C. Grierson remarks that Izzak Walton declares that Donne wrote his secular poetry 
when he was twenty and that his religious poems are from a 'more matured' Donne much later 
in his life. The Poems of John Donne, vol. 1，p. 376. Edited by H. J. C. Grierson. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1912. 
4 Helen Gardner believes the six earlier sonnets were written in the earlier part of 1609. (Helen 
Gardner (ed.)，John Donne: TheDivine Poems. P. xliii.) P. M. Oliver suggests the religious 
poems of John Donne are 'shown to emanate from the period 1619-1625' ( P. M. Oliver, 
Donne's Religious Writing, Longman, London and new York, 1997. p. 11) Therefore, to take the 
earlier suggested date of composition time, the period should lie between 1609-1625. 
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sent Sir Robert Ker his own manuscript of Biathanatos, declaring that ‘it is a 
book written by Jack Donne, and not Dr. D o n n e . A c c o r d i n g to P. M. Oliver, 
‘the myth of the two Donnes, was boosted by Donne's earliest critics and 
biographer, Izzak Walton. Walton attempts to place Donne's secular poems 
before his divine poems and he claims that Donne was a 'second St. Augustine'6， 
in other words, a man who moved from a carnal youth to a religious adulthood. 
However, my argument in this thesis does not promote such a clear 
division between the two Donnes. First, Donne's claim in separating himself 
into two periods with different mentalities and types of writing, was possibly an 
act to protect his reputation as an important public figure: he declared, for 
instance, the book he gave Sir Robert Ker is 'upon a misinterpretable subject， 
Rather, the fact that Donne sent this manuscript out at all shows he valued it and 
worried the manuscript might disappear if he did not return from the voyage he 
was about to take. If he truly hated his earlier verse, he could better bum them 
as he remarks in his letter. 
Thus, in spite of Donne's declaration of a change of his beliefs at different 
ages, his poems can best speak the unity of his mentality and temperament. 
Some critics argue, as I do, that there is no sharp and conflicting distinction 
5 John Donne, Selected Letters, ed. by P. M. Oliver (Routledge, New York, 2002). p.88-89. 
6 P. M. Oliver thinks that this classification of the two Donnes is a 'myth' that is 'fabricated' by 
Walton. P. M. Oliver (1997), p. 2-3; notes 5. 
7 John Donne: Selected Letter (2002), p. 88. 
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between the early and the late Donne. J. B. Leishman, in The Monarch of Wit 
(1965)，warns us against the distinction of 'Jack Donne' and 'Dr. Donne.' 
Later in the 1970s, Murray Roston's The Soul of Wit, demonstrates an 
integration of Donne's secular and religious poetry through the consistency of 
his wit found in both kinds of poems. Roston regards Donne's poetry, both 
secular and religious, as an expression of 'whimsical satisfaction with the 
actuality of physical experience in order to reach beyond to a more permanent 
reality.,9 Wilbur Sanders (1970) suggests that "in Donne's best religious poetry 
there is no shallow antithesis between the natural man and religious man, but a 
deep continuity.’，10 More recently, P. M. Oliver (1997) also thinks 'Donne's 
religious writing demonstrates a striking continuity with the amatory and 
satirical verse." He suggests, for instance, that 'Donne uses the motif of sighs 
and tears as a means of drawing attention to the continuities in his writing.，n I 
agree that the sighs and tears are a common motif in Donne's secular and 
religious poems for he regrets his tears for his mistress and hopes to take them 
back for mourning Christ. Moreover, sighs and tears become a symbol of 
salvation through water and flooding. Indeed, Oliver's speculation on this motif 
8 J. B. Leishman, The Monarch of Wit. Hutchison University Library, London, 1965. 
9 Murray Roston, The Soul of Wit. Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1974. p . l2 . 
Wilbur Sanders, John Donne 's Poetry, Cambridge University Press, 1971, p. 110. 
“ P . M . Oliver (1997)，p. 10-11. 
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leads us further to the idea that love for women, to Donne, in some way, is 
similar to the love for God. 
Perhaps T. Anthony Perry's Erotic Spirituality (1980)，is closest to my 
argument in this thesis. Perry suggests Donne's "The Ecstasy" reveals a 'new 
philosophy of love' as a kind of ‘erotic spirituality' that pulls the two extremes 
of sex and spirit back to the central essence of love. He thinks Donne's "call to 
return to the body (in "The Ecstasy") is an act of integration, a binding of our 
opposites tendencies into a unified and living being."^^ However, Perry's work 
does not focus on Donne extensively and he only discusses "The Ecstasy" and 
does not extend his analysis to other poems. 
Perry is correct in pointing out Donne's 'erotic spirituality' in "The 
Ecstasy". Yet, to me, this kind of 'erotic spirituality' does not only appear in the 
love poetry, but also in the divine meditations. 'Jack Donne' and ‘Dr. Donne' 
may both be facets of John Donne for his roles in the Renaissance society. But a 
divergence from writing love poems to religious writing cannot be concluded as 
a proof of a shift from the profane Jack Donne to the divine Dr. Donne. Indeed, 
by comparing Donne's secular and divine poems, there is an important 
coherence of his mentality, which is the consummation of sex and religion. 
12 T. Anthony Perry, Erotic Spirituality: the integrative tradition from Leone to John Donne 
(The University of Alabama Press, Alabama, 1980). p. 5. 
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When Donne talks about sex, he is also talking about God and heaven; when 
Donne talks about his own salvation, he sees his salvation as sex. Donne can 
never abandon either of these two conflicting concepts. As I hope to 
demonstrate in this thesis, the Donne seen in his poetry or even his sermons is a 
Donne of both body and spirituality. 
I would like to begin this explanation of Donne by thinking of the term 
'seduction,' The word ‘seduction, derives from its verb 'seduce', and according 
to the OED, 'seduce' first appeared in English literary print in the late 15^ 
century, while 'seduction' in the Century.'^ Seduce derives from Latin 
seducere, which means to ‘lead apart from', and this Latin root becomes the 
most common understanding for seduce today: 'to lead astray in conduct or 
belief.，There are more specific senses in the usage of seduce, however. First, 
seduce can be used in a sexual way: ‘to induce (a woman) to surrender her 
chastity.’ For example, Mariana warns Diana, in All's Well That Ends Well 
against Paroles' traps saying，‘Many a maiden hath been seduced by them.'i^ 
Second, seduce can be used in a political context: 'to persuade (a vassal, servant, 
soldier, etc.) to desert his allegiance or service.' Milton, in Paradise Lost, uses 
All the definitions of seduce are taken from OED Online. 
<http://dictionary.oed.com.easyacce 
ssUib.cuhk.edu.hk/cgi/entry/50218260?single=l&query_type=word&queryword=seduce&first 
=1 &max_to_show= 10> — 
14 Shakespeare, William. All's Well That End Well, III. V. 22. The Complete Works. The Edition 
of The Shakespeare Head Press, Oxford . Bams & Noble Books 1994. 
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the word in this political context: 'Suttle he needs must be, who could seduce 
Angels.，15 Milton's example directs us to look at seduction in its political sense. 
Satan has to persuade the Angels一God's ' t r o o p s ' t o desert their duty and 
allegiance to God and fight on Satan's side in a war. Yet, of course Milton's 
meaning of seduction also introduces a third context: that of religion. Satan 
‘seduces’ angels to abandon their faith in God in a religious sense. 
Two of Donne's contemporaries, William Shakespeare and Edmund 
Spenser, use seduce in their works. In Henry V, the Earl of Cambridge proudly 
declaring his faith to the King says, 'the Gold of France did not seduce'^^ him; 
in The Faerie Queen, Spenser refers to, 'Duessa... who with her forged beautie 
did seduce hearts of some that fairest her did whene.' ‘^However, looking at 
Donne's poetry, neither seduce nor seduction litter the page. Yet, Donne is very 
conscious of the art of seduction and the fact that poetry can be used as a 
medium of seduction through the manipulation of language. Though Donne 
rarely uses the term seduction explicitly, it is always a subtext in his 
poetry—both love and sacred verse. 
Seduction is an especially important term for John Donne because of its 
prevalence in the areas of sex, politics and religion. Theresa DiPasquale in 
15 Milton, John. Paradise Lost IX, line 307. 
16 Shakespeare, William. Henry V’ II. ii. 155 {William Shakespeare: The Complete Works). 
17 Spencer, Edmund. The Faerie Queen, IV. v. 11. 
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Literature & Sacrament: The Sacred and the Secular in John Donne (1999) 
points out that Donne is always aware of the ‘efficacious inscription, capable of 
moving and persuading or teaching the reader.'^^ Such ‘efficacious inscriptions' 
are used by Donne to seduce women and to affect readers with paradoxes and 
conceits. Donne is a talented, even a professional, s e d u c e r a s a poet and as a 
lover. And Donne is also a seductive priest. The role of a priest is not only to 
preach God's words; one of his key religious duties is to attract believers to the 
church and persuade them to follow God's words. Seduction, to this extent, is a 
game of rhetoric. Donne is as powerful in drawing men to God as he is in 
drawing woman into his bed. 
Seduction is even perhaps a 'tool' that promises Donne immortality, 
Immortality is one of Donne's primary concerns in his life and he spends his 
whole life pursuing it: 
I shall rise from the dead, from the darke station....and never miss 
the sunne, which shall then be put out, for I shall see the Sonne of 
God, the Sunne of glory, and shine my self, as that sunne shines. I 
shall rise from the grave, and never miss the city, which shall be no 
where, for I shall see the City of God, the new Jerusalem I shall look 
18 DiPasquale {Literature & Sacrament: The Sacred and the Secular in John Donne. Pittsburg, 
Pennsylvania: Duqueme University Press, 1999.) P. 16. 
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up, and wonder when it will be day, for, the Angell will tell me 
that time will be no more, and I shall see, and see cheerfully that 
last day, the day of judgement, which shall have no night，never end, 
and be united to the Antient of dayes, to God himself, who had no 
morning, never began. 
From this sermon, the reiteration of the sense of 'looking up' and 'rising' 
suggest Donne's craving for resurrection and an eternal being in heaven, a place 
• where time, day, night and seasons do not exist. Furthermore, this resurrection is 
to be 'united...to God'. This unification is a mutual acceptance between two 
parties, God and Donne, to become one. We can also see this same sense of 
unification in his divine poems for Donne earnestly begs God to accept his 
sinful but repentant soul. I will argue in chapter three that such pleading is in 
effect an attempt to 'seduce' God or, even more preferable, to ask God to seduce 
him. 
But, as I argue in Chapter 2，such seduction is not limited to religious 
verse. In his secular poems, the idea of seducing another to merge with Donne 
and create a state of oneness is even more explicit. Donne always stresses the 
satisfactory state of 'oneness' of lovers in his love poems. For instance, in “ The 
19 John Donne, The Sermons of John Donne, IV. 5. p.620-38 (Ed. Evelyn Simpson and George 
R. Potter. Berkerley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1953-1962). I will use the 
abbreviation of Sermons in the rest of this thesis as a reference to this book. 
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Good Morrow," the couple in the poem achieves a state of consummation to 
become 'one': 
'If our two loves be one, or, thou and I 
Love so alike, that none do slacken, none can die.'^^ (20-21) 
This sense of completeness of love also gives Donne, perhaps, an imitating 
sense of immortality that the lover will not die. However, all immortality, 
whether a oneness with God or with a woman, needs the ‘better half，to be 
fulfilled. Thus, seduction becomes a way to persuade both woman and God to 
accept Donne and bring out the best of him. 
In other words, to Donne, seduction is never restrained to any particular 
sense alone as stated in the dictionary. He does not talk about secular seduction 
or religious seduction alone or separately. When he seduces a woman to bed, he 
is also seducing her to a religious experience, like the one in "The Ecstasy". 
Similarly, Donne imagines God to seduce him like the sexual seduction of an 
earthly lover. Donne aims to combine the two seemingly opposite 
concepts一religious and sexuality~into a harmonious philosophy and to lead a 
divine-secular life. Paradoxes are Donne's favorite tools too mingle sex and 
spirit into 'one world.'. Thus, Donne often persuades his women to yield to him 
Unless specified, all quotations of John Donne's poems are taken from John Donne: The 
Complete English Poems. Ed. A. J. Smith. London: Penguin Books, 1996. 
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in his seduction poems by highlighting the divine elements in sex through 
paradox. 
* * * 
There are certainly precedents for Donne's merging of sexual and 
spiritual love and even for the use of seduction as a key trope in getting closer 
to one's beloved—whether God or woman. The sonnets of Francisco Petrarch 
are the model of all Renaissance sonnet poets, and the love of Petrarch for 
Laura is both sexual and divine. In fact, Petrarch always aims at his pure 
affection for Laura, and not his desire. His love is therefore divine in the way 
that the virtue and the intactness of Laura preserve her to be a Goddess to 
Petrarch. Yet, Petrarch's passion is still sinful. It is proven to be more idolatrous 
than divine because the love arises from lust. He makes Laura to be a Goddess 
and he, himself, is the worshipper. He is obsessive in writing sonnets to praise 
her beauty and spiritual perfection and to lament his unrequited love. His 
sonnets prove him to be a worshipper or a follower of woman or love rather 
than God itself. 
Despite the facts that Donne repents himself as having shown 'idolatry' 
91 
to lovers and he does write under the tradition of Petrarch, Donne's ultimate 
21 In O might those sighs of tears return again, line 5. 
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craving in his love poetry is non-Petrarchan; it is a state of celestial love without 
the loss of the sensual pleasure of the body. Donne does not, like Petrarch, 
repress his desire, although he does not exactly put woman as God to worship. 
Rather, he is frank and open in admitting his sexual desire and at the same time, 
he elevates sex into transcendental moments and tries to seduce the woman to 
share his view. From Donne's tactics of seduction in his love poetry, we will see, 
in chapter two, that Donne aims to elevate the secular into the divine. 
Donne's religious poetry is even more revolutionary than his love 
poetry. In Donne's Holy Sonnets, Donne imagines God to be a lover whom he 
seduces and who seduces him. He extends this divine love for a power of a 
permanent God to an amorous and sexual love for which there is no precedent. 
In chapter three, I will analyze how Donne incorporates sexual elements into his 
divine poems. Through the secularization of divinity, Donne establishes an 
innovative style in religious poetry. 
The possibility of combining sex and religion can also be seen from 
Donne's idea of the unification of body and soul, a unity that introduces the 
third element of Donne's value system: Death. Apart form sex and religion, 
death is another indispensable element in Donne's poetry, present everywhere in 
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both his secular and religious verse. George Williamson is correct in claiming 
that 'death was Donne's necessary gift...，Death was a ‘supernatural mistress 
who both fascinated and terrified him [Donne].' Williamson thinks that death 
fascinated Donne because he 'clothed her [death] in a l o g i c . . . . A p a r t from 
giving Donne a backbone to his 'logic,' death fascinated Donne, in my opinion, 
because it is both a gateway to release him to heaven, but also a fearful 
condition that involves the loss of his precious body and the sexual pleasures it 
has brought him. Hence, his lifelong strive for the unification of body and soul 
may ultimately be destroyed. Therefore, Death remains a disturbing issue for 
Donne which is vividly shown in both his secular and religious poetry, when he 
plays with Death and also when he is serious about it. 
There have been certainly different observations on the theme of death 
in Donne's poetry. John Carey sees Donne's 'restless desire for work and 
worldly success' as a reflection of his horror of inactivity. Inactivity is 
somehow death, for death is such true inactivity that even breathing and 
heartbeat are absent. Robert N. Watson analyzes Donne's poems combining 
biographical, historical facts from Donne's life with the standpoint of 
object-relations psychology. He claims that 'all the most prominent 
22 George Williamson, The Donne Tradition. The Noonday Press, New York, 1958. P. 18 
23 Carey (1981) concludes from Donne's proposal to send the idle to the colonies and force 
them to work that Donne has a horror of'inactivity.' {Sermons IV, p.272).p. 60. 
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characteristics of Donne's subsequent biography一his agonizing religious 
apostasy, his dangerous sexual choices, and his resulting career 
frustrations—build on this infantile anxiety [of non-being], so that his [Donne's] 
lifelong terror of pretention and annihilation becomes overdetermined.” 24 
Moreover, Watson sees the art of Donne's poetry as a way ‘out of the 
psychological trap.'25 
Unlike Carey and Watson, however, I argue, in the first half of chapter 
four, that Donne's anxiety of death can be viewed solely from the textual 
analysis of his poems. In the religious poems, Donne's fear can be seen from his 
anxiety and insecurity in his convertible pairing of the imageries of journey and 
death (that death is described as journey; and journey is described as death). In 
Donne's love poems, it is his fear of cuckoldry and so losing his lover (as a 
symbol of his body), that is a reflection of his fear of death. This fear of losing 
his perishable body is another dominating motif which indeed mirrors his 
emphasis in keeping the body and soul together. In the second part of chapter 
four I will show Donne in effect 'practises' death in these poems to overcome 
his anxiety and to prepare his way to the temporary separation of the body and 
soul before resurrection. 
24 Robert N. Watson, "Duelling Death in the Lyrics of Love," The Rest is Silence: Death as 
annihilation in the English Renaissance. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1994. p. 159. 
“ W a t s o n (1994)，p. 161. 
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All in all, this thesis aims to discuss the similarities between Donne's 
secular and sacred poems in the light of sex and religion and body and soul. 
Genre-wise, Donne shifts from a poet of profane verse to a poet of divine verse. 
Content-wise, however, I argue, there is no significant change in Donne's focus. 
His spirit in the unification of body and soul, along with the company of death, 
exists in the whole corpus of Donne's poetry. 
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Chapter 2—The Secular-Divine Seduction 
in Donne's Seductive Poems 
'For God's sake, hold your tongue, and let me love,‘ 
"The Canonization “ 
• This quote from ‘‘The Canonization can best summarize Donne's idea of 
seduction and love in his secular poems. It is interesting to see a seductive poem 
begins by calling for the help from God. God becomes an essential part in the 
relationship between the couple. Their love is ordained by God. It is for God that 
we must love. Apart from giving Donne a position closer to God to prevent the 
woman from rejecting him, God is someone who Donne desires his love to 
include. Indeed, this quote is a signpost in pointing out the religious aspects of 
Donne's seductive poems. Seduction never means to Donne to be purely sexual. 
He wants instead to merge the sexuality in mortality with the divinity. Thus, 
Donne offers many 'sacred' strategies in seducing a woman to go to bed with him. 
We might say Donne's seductive poems are more like lectures to women about 
the divinity of sex. The magical quality of Donne's poems is that he is able to use 
insignificant or even trivial ordinary events, like a bite of a flea, the dressing of a 
woman and our body, to exemplify his ideas of holy sexual love. Donne can 
envision images of heaven from all these ordinary things around us. In this 
chapter, I am going to highlight how Donne elevates his sexual courtship into 
moments of holiness in such famous seductive poems as "The Flea", "The 
Canonization", and "Elegy 19，To His Mistress Going to Bed." 
Donne's basic strategy is to insist that sexuality is also spiritual. To do so, 
he brings religious terms frequently into his erotic verse. For example, in ‘The 
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Flea，，he refers to “confession，，(line 5)，to "sin" (line 6)，and to "sacrilege" (line 
18). Furthermore, in this poem, the speaker insists that the woman share Donne's 
vision of the couple's relationship in a manner that suggests he is acting as a 
priest and catechizing her: 
Confess it, this cannot be said 
A sin, or shame, or loss of maidenhead, (line 5-6) 
As Donne highlights in one of his later sermons, "The mystery of Kingdom of 
heaven, is, That onely the Declaring, the Publishing, the Notifying, and 
Confessing of sins, possesses me of the Kingdom of heaven.'' In this poem, the 
woman's "sins" are many: her mistaken belief that her honour is something 
significant, and her “three sins" of murdering a flea, a lover, and herself. To 
repent for these sins, Donne encourages the mistress to accept his view of the 
world, one in which her honour is as ridiculous and trivial as the life (or blood) of 
a flea: 
Just so much honour, when thou yield'st to me, 
Will waste, as this flea's death took life from thee, (line 26-27) 
Thus, the woman's "confession" of her foolishness and of her sin in killing the 
innocent flea will bring the couple to the religious happiness of a "marriage bed 
and marriage temple." (13) 
Another way that Donne makes sexuality spiritual is by stressing that even 
the most ordinary events in relation to the physical body can have a spiritual 
component. Again, "The Flea" provides a good example. There is a tradition of 
‘Donne, Sermons II. 15. p.470-81. 
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the flea poems across Europe in the sixteenth century with Ovid's 'Carmen de 
Pulice' as the main model.^ There are mainly two types of such poems. First is a 
group in which poets express their envy over the 'flea's death at his mistress' 
hands or her b o s o m . T h e second group of poems involves those who wish to 
transform into a flea to enjoy the privilege to explore the body of the woman. 
Donne, though writing under this out-worn tradition, jumps out of it. He does not 
focus only on the fulfillment of desire. He actually turns the flea into his own 
poetic landmark. The flea makes the couple's love transcends into a holy 
consummation. Their mingling of blood inside the flea is something beyond 
human strength: 
Yet this enjoys before it woo, 
And pampered swells with one blood made of two, 
And this, alas, is more than we would do. (line 7-9) 
The miracle of this simple daily event is that, as Theresa Dipasquale (1999) 
suggests, Donne ‘elevates’ the blood in the flea to a state of a 'consecrated 
blood’4 in the poem. Donne does not only dignify this insignificant flea, he also 
sanctifies it, as Brumble (1973) suggests, a "Trinity一'Three lives in one flea.'"^ 
This is a part-whole relationship where Donne uses an imagined world for his 
2 Helen Gardner states briefly the tradition of the flea poems in the commentary of 'The Flea' 
(p. 174) in her edition of John Donne: The Elegies and The Songs and Sonnets. 
3 Gardner, John Donne: The Elegies and The Songs and Sonnets. (174) 
4 Dipasquale (1999)，P. 173. 
5 Brumble's explication is clever and enlightening in pointing out the allusion to the 'Trinity' and 
‘the blood o f Christ'. Yet, his conclusion in condemning Donne deifies the lover and his mistress 
to God is not acceptable: 'We, flea-like lovers, are God.，I think this is an over-interpretation. This 
is only a metaphor of the divinity of their love that Donne alludes and not an usurpation of God's 
throne. Brumble, H. David III. "John Donne's T h e Flea': Some Implications of the Encyclopedic 
and Poetic Flea Traditions." Critical Quarterly 15 (1973): 151. 
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and the woman's love that aims to lure her to bed. This holy flea unites the men 
and the women magically through two little bites. This is a kind of propagation 
without actual physical intercourse, like Joseph and Virgin Mary. It is a 'cloister' 
and a ‘living wall of jet.' It is a chapel that contains a sacred spiritual love. 
Though he and his beloved cannot by law and approval of parents be married, 
they can by God's grace of this little incident in life be 'married' in this 'marriage 
temple' and 'marriage bed.' Therefore, all of these incidents are evidence that the 
couple is 'more than married are.' The speaker suggests that even if they were 
married by legal law, they could not necessarily enjoy this special and divine 
stage of love. There is no other better stage of love than this, and it is also 
achieved through one little flea bite. 
One of Donne's main arguments on behalf of the religious nature of 
sexuality is based on the idea of the hermaphrodite, a being defined by its 
sexuality but, to Donne, also a spiritual being. Clayton G. MacKenzie, in Emblem 
and Icon in John Donne 's Poetry and Prose, has discussed the importance of the 
hermaphrodite to Donne, noting the conjunction of the hermaphrodite with 
Christian thinking and especially with Donne's own sermons. For example, 
MacKenzie refers to the seventh emblem in the Rosarium Philosophorum. This 
emblem is ‘a man and a woman lying in an open tomb, [...] they mingle together 
forming virtually one body. Only their two royal head, circled by a single coronet, 
distinguish them as male and female [...]. A hermaphrodite form above the 
sepulchral alembic flies heavenwards.' ^ (Illustration 1) Mackenzie applies this 
6 MacKenzie remarks that the Rosarium Philosophorum is a book that ‘sought to provide the 
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emblem to Donne's idea of 'Eadem caro, The same flesh with one another，？ in 
the sermon delivered on 19 November 1627. From this emblem and the sermon, 
we see that Christian marriage in Donne's word, is a "mysterious, . . . 
sacramentall, ... significative union, they are made Idem Spiritus cum Domino; 
The same Spirit with the Lord,込 Indeed, we can also see the exemplification of 
hermaphrodite in Donne's poetry. For example, in "The Canonization", Donne 
uses the phoenix, a legendary bird, to signify this hermaphrodite.^ The Phoenix 
unites the two sexes: 'So to one neutral thing both sexes fit.'(24) This unification 
and its correspondent disappearance of sexual identity also brings along the 
disappearance of gender identity [for Donne claims that the phoenix combines 
the strength of the 'eagle' (22), a representation of men, and the gentleness of the 
'dove’(22)，a representation of women� ] .Th is puts both man and woman into a 
perfect state of mentality as well. It is a holy transformation of the couple; they 
do not only enjoy the ecstasy of love, but reach a state of complete unification 
and satisfaction that exceeds the sensual capability of single human being. This 
implies that they are excluded from the earthly creatures that are restrained by 
individual with a meditative, pious route to the reharmonization pf the soul's oppositions.' 
Clayton G. MacKenzie, Emblem and Icon in John Donne�s Poetry and Prose, Peter Lang 
Publishing, Inc., New York, 2001. p.93. 
7 Ibid, p.93-94. 
8 Quoted by MacKenzie (2001) on p. 92. The Sermons of John Dome, Vol. VIII, p. 104. 
9 The OED refers us to either the mythical bird or the date palm. It means ‘the mythical bird of 
gorgeous plumage, fabled to be the only one of its kind, and to live five or six hundred years in 
the Arabian desert, after which it burnt itself to ashes on a funeral pile of aromatic twigs ignited 
by the sun and fanned by its own wings, but only to emerge from its ashes with renewed youth, to 
live through another cycle of years. Variations of the myth were that the phoenix burnt itself on 
the altar of the temple at Heliopolis: and that a worm emerged from the ashes and became the 
young phoenix.' The "phoenix' was known to the Renaissance men as a common knowledge.' 
The phoenix appears in Shakespeare ‘sThe Third Part of Henry VI, I, iv, 35 and Tempest III, Hi, 23 
and also Philemon Holland's Pliny XIII，iv, I，387. 
The symbolisms of the eagle and the dove are from the notes of Smith, A. J. (ed.) in John 
Donne (1996) P.361, note 22. 
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their imminent sex. They can enjoy a surreal and supernatural experience of 
immortality. Furthermore, Donne may even be alluding to Jesus through the 
phoenix because it was an allegorical figure of Christ in the twelfth century." 
Like Christ, the Phoenix is both mortal and immortal since it can 'renew itself by 
burning itself on the altar of the temple of the sun at Heliopolis and resurrecting 
itself out of its own ashes.' 
In other poems too, such as "The Relic" and ‘‘The Undertaking", Donne 
discusses the ways that unifying the two sexes is both sexual and spiritual in 
achievement. The Relic and The Undertaking are poems that celebrate mature 
and transcendental love. This kind of transcendental love consists in the idea of 
unifying the two sexes: 
First we loved well and faithfully, 
Yet knew not what we loved, nor why, 
Difference of sex no more we knew, 
Than our guardian angels do; ("The Relic", line 23-26) 
If, as I have, you also do 
Virtue attired in woman see, 
And dare love that, and say so too, 
And forget the He and She; (“The Undertaking", line 17-20)) 
Maureen Sabine and Dayton Haskin both relate Donne's idea of not knowing the 
“ T h i s is Andreasen's research from T. H. White's The Book of Beasts. John Donne: Conservative 
Revolution. Princeton University Press, 1967. p. 165, note 10. 
12 John Donne (1996)，P. 361，note 23，by A. J. Smith. 
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‘difference of sex' in The Relic to the New Testament Book of Luke (20:27-40). 
In verse 35 and 36，Jesus replies to the challenge of the Sadducees about 
marriage after resurrection: 'They which shall be accounted worthy to obtain that 
world, and the resurrection of the dead, neither marry, nor given in marriage: 
Neither can they die any more: for they are equal unto angels.' (King James 
Version) Jesus is saying that marriage only belongs to mortality and once people 
die and go to heaven, the concept of marriage, and so thus sexual identity, as 
suggested by the angels, disappears, since sex is no longer desirable in heaven. 
However, Donne emphasizes not the lack of sex in heaven but glorifies the 
oneness in the process of consummation. Their unification achieves a state of 
completeness and satisfaction that brings them a feeling of transcendence like 
resurrection in heaven. 
In short, to Donne, the pursuit of sexual relationship is a divine mission. 
This point is made with particular forcefulness in "The Canonization"; in this 
poem, the successful lovers are literally in heaven. They overcome the 
oppositions from society and receive the “canonization，，from the world (i.e. as 
saints). The lovers in the Canonization bear many pressures from society. The 
rage of the poet towards these unreasonable oppositions is shown in the second 
stanza: 
Alas, alas, who's injured by my love? 
13 Maureen Sabine: ‘No Marriage in Heaven: John Donne, Ann Donne, and the Kingdom Come.' 
P. 228-255. Dayton Haskin: ‘On Trying to Make the Record Speak More about Donne's Love 
Poems.' P.39-65. Both essays was published in John Donne 's "desire of more": The Subject of 
Ann More Donne in His Poetry. Edited by M. Thomas Hester. Newark: University of Delaware 
Press, 1996. 
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What merchant's ships have my sighs drowned? 
Who says my tears have overflowed his ground? 
When did my colds a forward spring remove? 
When did the heats which my veins fill 
Add one more to the plaguy bill? 
Soldiers find wars, and lawyers find out still 
Litigious men, which quarrels move, 
Though she and I do love. (10-18) 
The poet wants to justify the innocence of his love by comparing it with the lives 
of other people in the world. The first 8 lines (in which line 11 to 13 contain 
typical Petrarchan devices for idolatry mourning) in this stanza are devoted to 
describe the ugly world while only one simple line is about the poet's love~ 
'Though she and I do love.' The poet uses just one simple line of declaration to 
resolve all the discontents of the poet and more importantly, to contrast the 
lengthy and wordy description of the undesirable world. By questioning the 
validity of these imageries, Donne stands out from those obsessive idolatrous 
Petrarchan lovers at the same time as he justifies the purity of his and his 
beloved's love. Moreover, Donne compares the naturalness and simplicity of love 
to the contentious nature of the world ('wars' and ‘quarrels') in order to show 
how simple and innocent their love is. Therefore, how can this harmless innocent 
love hurt the order of the world? This is the 'rage' of the poet. Thus, in order to 
overcome these obstacles, the poet suggests death as a way for love: 'We can die 
by it, if not live by love.' (18) By this death, the lovers wait until they receive 
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approval and even "canonization" of the world. Thus, all the oppositions and 
burden can be turn to 'peace' (39) and they will bear this divine responsibility as 
'saints' to be a model of their followers: 
And thus invoke us, 'You whom reverend love 
Made one another hermitage;... 
. . .beg from above 
A pattern of your love, (line 37-45) 
These followers will pray to Donne and his beloved to teach them a peaceful and 
perfect simple love. Indeed, the same idea of teaching also appears in "The 
Relic，，： 
I would have that age by this paper taught, 
What miracles we harmless lovers wrought. 
("The Relic", line 20-21) 
Here the lovers become saints which protect them against the conventions and 
restraints of society and bring peace to every lover in the world. By setting this 
divine goal, Donne invites his mistress to accept him and to accomplish this 
sacred task together. 
The task or "calling" that Donne has set himself and his beloved—to 
make sexuality spiritual—requires a great deal of work. Every element of sexual 
love must be purified in the process of becoming spiritual. Thus，Donne does 
such things as turn the love-bed into a literally heavenly setting and the mistress 
into a literal angel. For example, in "Elegy 19，To His Mistress Going to Bed", 
Donne creates a paradise-like love bed to seduce the woman to sleep with him. 
25 
First, the poet invites the woman to enter the 'hallowed temple'. The place of the 
love bed is sanctified into a 'hallowed temple', a place for sacred events. 
However, as soon as the woman enters, she becomes an angel in white robe. The 
woman is like the angel, a messenger from God who brings the good news and 
shines upon him the glory of God, like the revelation that comes upon men in the 
Bible. This ‘angel’ tells him that this sex is not sinful; it is proved righteous and 
dignified by God. Thus, their consummation will be like being in heaven, which 
is a state of ecstasy and immortality. 
We can look further at "Elegy 19, To his Mistress going to Bed" to see 
how Donne brings images of heaven into even the most ordinary contexts, such 
as a woman's clothes. In "Elegy 19” Donne persuades the woman to take off her 
dresses and sleep with him. But although the lover's ultimate goal in the poem is 
the body of the woman, her apparel and the striptease accounts for half of the 
significance in the poems. For example, In "Elegy 19", the reflection of the gems 
on the woman's 'glistering girdle', 'spangled breastplate' and the 'wiry coronet' 
create a source of shining light that reminds Donne of the bright light and the 
righteousness of heaven. 
Off with that girdle, like heaven's zone glistering, 
But a far fairer world encompassing. 
Unpin that spangled breastplate which you wear, 
That th' eyes of busy fools may be stopped there. 
Unlace yourself, for that harmonious chime 
Tells me from you, that now 'tis your bed time, (line 5-10) 
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The girdle, the breastplate (or the stomacher) and the coronet are all perceived as 
heavenly images, a spiritual calling to the poet,Moreover, the significance of 
each individual garment has its own special connotation to divinity. First, the 
girdle, which is the outest part of the dressing is 'like heaven's zone glistering.' 
The word 'girdle' was also a common analogy of the zodiac, a belt of the 
h e a v e n . 14 In other words, the woman is being enclosed by the belt of heaven. 
Second, critics think of the 'harmonious chime' as the watch that is attached to 
the mistress's stomacher or breastplate'^ and which signifies the 'bed time' of the 
woman. However, they ignore the nature of the chime is a time measurer that 
works by producing sounds. Donne's focus is on the sounds— the 'harmonious 
chime'—instead of the object itself. This 'harmonious' sound has a strong 
reference to the set of bells of the church tower. Therefore, the chime reminds 
Donne of the omnipresence of God and its salvation. The chime is a sign of 
God's grace. Watching the woman is like envisioning the coming of heaven; it is 
only through the undressing that heaven can be revealed. Donne uses this vision 
on the divine aspect of sex and manipulation of language to invite the woman to 
enter the 'heaven' with him through her clothes, this 'gate' of heaven. His poetic 
dressing does not only dresses up the woman, but also helps elevate the seduction 
to a higher level of experience. 
Continuing our examination of "Elegy 19，To his Mistress going to Bed" 
reminds us that perhaps Donne's primary strategy of merging sexuality and 
14 Spreuwenberg-Stewart, P. 30. ("To his Mistress Going to Bed" or "Could You Lend Me Your 
Clothes"?' John Donne Journal, Vol. 18 (1999): p. 57，notes 26. This analogy is originated by 
Anne Lake Prescott. 
15 Spreuwenberg-Stewart (1999), P.39. 
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spirituality is simply by stressing the divine nature of the human body. For 
example, in ‘‘Elegy 19", Donne argues that a woman's clothes, no matter how 
expensive or symbolic, are less meaningful than her sexual body. (This is similar 
to Donne's argument in "The Flea" about how "honour" is less important than 
sex.) Although the rich dressed very well in Donne's day, Donne is not as 
interested in clothes as what lies beneath. He upholds his dignity in having the 
wisdom to perceive the true nature of seduction and sex; he never cares about the 
luxurious jewels a lady wears. In fact, Donne thinks the voluptuousness of the 
decorations are a representation of shallowness: 
...Gems which you women use 
Are like Atlanta's balls, cast in men's views, 
That when a fool's eye lighteth on a gem, 
His earthly soul may covet theirs, not them. 
Like pictures, or like books' gay coverings made 
For laymen, are all women thus arrayed; 
Themselves of mystic books, which only we 
Whom their imputed grace will dignify 
Must see revealed.... (line 35-43) 
The similes that Donne uses matching Gems to 'Atlanta's balls' and 'pictures' or 
the 'gay coverings' of popular books for laymen, suggest his rejection of earthly 
and shallow pursuits and satisfaction. Both the Atlanta's balls'^ and attractive 
16 In Ovid, Atlanta's balls (or spelled Atalanta) are golden apples that beguile the curious Atalanta 
in a race. Atalanta is an athlete goddess who wants to remain single. In order to reject every suitor, 
she says that she will only marry the one who can beat her in running. Hippomenes, with the help 
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coverings are the tools to tempt people to superficiality at the expense of what is 
truly important. Interestingly, however, 'gems' also stand for pure sexual 
satisfaction, the sort a 'layman' would also enjoy. In contrast, the ‘imputed grace' 
of the ‘mystic books' stands for a transcendental holiness, meaning a sexuality 
with a religious elements. To Donne, women are not popular books but ‘mystic 
books' that contain a deeper Truth that brings him intellectual, as well as eternal 
knowledge. Normal men, 'fools' and 'laymen' only find out the trivial sexuality 
and not the deeper religious signs of woman in Donne's mind. 
The naked body is a powerful image in "Elegy 19, To his Mistress 
going to Bed" and other poems. For example, in "Elegy 19，，，the naked body of 
the woman is the 'imputed grace that the man 'must see revealed' (line 42). It is 
divine as it is part of us that is given by God; it is the state in which we enter and 
leave the world: 
Full nakedness, all joys are due to thee. 
As souls unbodied, bodies unclothed must be, 
To taste whole joys. (line33-35) 
Donne here compares the naked body (and the seduction moment itself) to the 
moment of death when the soul is released from the body to heaven. Similarly, 
the naked body is also a symbol of innocence and purity which is represented by 
nudity at birth. In a delivery, the woman has to be naked to deliver the baby and 
the innocent baby is also born naked. This is a divine and magical moment of 
of Aphrodite, wins the race and gets Atlanta by throwing three golden apples to distract her from 
the race. So, Atlanta loses the race because she stops and picks up the golden apples. But, here in 
the poem, it is the woman who uses these lovely gems to distract men. 
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nudity. Therefore, when Donne asks his mistress to show him the body she shows 
to a 'midwife.' he wants to remind her that nakedness is a state of purity, 
innocence and also divinity. 
We can say the nudity of the very first creation of human beings is the 
purest state of human experience. "Elegy 19's" climatic lines are an allusion to 
Adam and Eve in Genesis: 
...cast all, yea, this white linen hence, 
Here is no penance, much less innocence. 
To teach thee, I am naked first, why then 
What needst thou have more covering than a man. (45-48) 
Before Eve betrays God by eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, Man and 
Woman are naked to each other because they are created by God and possess the 
right to enjoy the immortality in Eden. There would never be shame there. This is 
a reminiscence of the original sinless state of human beings. Therefore, the poet 
suggests that we can reminisce about the time in the Paradise, one created by 
God by being naked. Besides, these last two lines remind us of the man's inborn 
superiority over woman. It is God's words that woman is made from man and 
that she should follow what he commands. Thus, as a teacher, the poet is naked 
and the woman should follow his lead and undress to go back to the original 
sinless status of Man. 
The pure and naked body of a mistress might even be, for Donne, the 
ultimate symbol of Christianity, that of Jesus himself—perhaps even the Jesus on 
the cross who sacrifices himself for mankind. In ‘‘The Bait," Donne manages to 
� 
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compare his mistress to Christ on the basis of the metaphor of "fishing for men." 
Fishing is often connected with sexual seduction in the English Renaissance. In 
Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra, Cleopatra compares her seduction to 
fishing, with Antony as the fish: 
Cleopatra: Give me mine angle, we'll to the river; there, 
My music playing far off, I will betray 
Tawny-finned fishes; my bended hook shall pierce 
Their slimy jaws; and as I draw them up, 
I'll think them every one an Antony, 
And say, "Ah, ha! Y'are caught." 
(Antony and Cleopatra II, V，10-15) 
Like Donne, Cleopatra is a dramatic seducer. Seduction is almost her 'duty.' 
Cleopatra, like the woman in "The Bait", is the fisher; Antony and the poet are 
the fish being caught. The difference is that in The Bait the woman needs no 
'angle', no ‘deceit，to fish, because her body swimming in the river is '[her] own 
bait:' 
When thou swim in that live bath, 
Each fish, which every channel hath, 
Will amorously to thee swim, 
Gladder to catch thee, than thou him. (9-12) 
The woman fishes with her body swimming in the river, but instead of fishing 
fish, the woman fishes men. Yet, the 'Fishers of men，in the bible are Jesus and 
his apostles: 
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And he [Jesus] saith unto them, Follow me, 
and I will make you fishers of men. 
And they straightway left their nets and followed him. 
(Matthew 4:19-20). 
Thomas Docherty suggests that, in this poem, it is Donne who is a Christ 
figure: "the addressee of 'The Bait' looks as if she hears precisely the same kind 
of invitation, as that which Jesus made to the apostles."'^ But I think it is better to 
see the woman as Jesus. For example, Donne says, 
If thou, to be so seen, be'st loth, 
By sun, or moon, thou darkenest both, 
And if myself have leave to see, 
need not their light, having thee. (13-16) 
It is the woman, not Donne, who has the power to darken the light of the sun and 
the moon. If the poet possesses her, he needs no sun to see. But who has the 
stronger light than the sun but Jesus? Jesus is always regarded as the light of life. 
In Donne's divine poem, A Hymn to Christ, at the Author 's last going into 
Germany, Donne exhibits the same idea: 
To see God only, I go out of sight: 
And to 'scape stormy days, I choose 
An everlasting night. (30-32) 
Though Donne says that he chooses the opposite of light~darkness or night, the 
17 Docherty, Thomas. John Donne, Undone. Methuen, London, 1986. P. 236. +Docherty's 
argument is actually different from my interpretation. He aims to points out, in his essay, the 
woman as the 'eucharistic sign of Christ in the ground bread that treats Donne's as a therapy. 
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idea is the same as in The Bait, no light and sight is needed. The sun and the 
moon are the light of the mortal 'sight，. So, having the woman is like seeing God; 
the sun and the moon are not necessary anymore. Moreover, 'darkness', the 
disappearance of the sun and the moon, is also one of the conditions that just 
before the death of Jesus. On the day of Jesus' death, there 'was darkness over all 
the 丨and from sixth unto the ninth hour.' (St. Matthew, 27:45) This evidence 
suggests Donne is trying to draw the similarities of the woman's body with Jesus' 
body so as to persuade her to accept him. Donne points out the woman is the 
‘fisher of men,' like Jesus; men are the apostles, they 'will amorously to [her] 
swim, gladder to catch 'her' than she 'catches' them'—Peter Simon and Andrew 
leave their net and follow Jesus. 
This analogy between the mistress and Jesus can be taken even further, 
suggesting that the woman is like the very body of Jesus on the cross. For while 
it was the living Jesus who approached the apostles, it is the crucified Jesus who 
draws people to Donne's Christian faith. Jesus, by offering his body on the cross, 
bargains for the chance for saving human beings from eternal hell: 
And they crucified him, parted his garments, casting 
lots: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by 
the prophet, They parted the garments among them, 
and upon my vesture did they cast lots. 
(Matthew, 27:35)丨8 
Like Jesus, by offering her body in "the Bait", the woman similarly 'needs no 
18 All biblical references are from the King James version. 
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deceit.' (line 25), Jesus persuades us to follow him by offering his body on the 
cross. He doesn't use any attractive or beguiling tools to fish man, but only his 
body on the cross. Donne is thus reminding the mistress of the sacred aspect of 
her body and the way a sacred body is always—a kind of sacrifice. The woman's 
body is what Donne has been chasing as a young man; Jesus' body is what 
Donne has been chasing all his life. The woman's body is an imitation of Jesus 
for the young Donne. Therefore, through the poem, Donne tells the woman that 
he sees her body as Christ's body. 
To conclude, from the above discussion on Donne's secular verse, we 
understand that Donne is not primarily a courtier who pursues fleshly satisfaction, 
but a secular-divine seducer who lures woman to bed to share with him moments 
of transcendental feelings of immortality. 
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Chapter 3 -The Secular Elements of 
Donne's Divine Poems 
God is Love, and the Holy Ghost is amorous in his metaphors; 
everie where his Scriptures abound with the notions of Love, 
of Spouse, and Husband, and Marriadge Songs, and Marriadge 
Supper, and Marriadge-Bedde. 
John Donne, Sermons, 7:87-88. 
‘God is Love.' There is no doubt that Christianity is built from the love of 
God. A divine spiritual love is promised in the Bible, and exists in the mind of 
every believer. In return, every Christian is required to posit God above 
materialism, ambition, fame, sexual love and, to make the list short, 
everything. Yet, despite the Christian ideal to direct one's love to the highest 
allegiance 1，Christianity also uses secular, profane and sexual metaphors to 
exemplify religious love. For instance, there is a biblical tradition that uses 
sexual metaphors to describe the human-divine relationship between God and 
man as well as God and the church. 
In the Scriptures, especially the Old Testament, Ood often demonstrates 
‘Anthony Low gives a broad definition to religious love: 'religious love is love to which 
people give—or believe they ought to give—the highest priority. Notionally，the highest 
allegiance of most men and women in the period (16 -17 Century) was 'the Christian 
God.' P.l, The reinvention of love. Cambridge University Press, 1993. 
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his divine love through the metaphor of marriage. God is the 'husband' and 
his people are the 'wife.' In Hosea, God uses Hosea's adulterous wife, Gomer, 
to represent the betraying Israelites who forget and turn away from God after 
the days out of Egypt. God forgives and remarries the Israelites when they 
turn back to him. The Lord says, 'that thou shall call me Ishi (husband);' 
{Hosea, 3: 16) and 'I will even betroth thee unto me in faithfulness: and thou 
shalt know the Lord.' {Hosea, 3:20) This story shows the relationship 
between God and people is like marriage: the wife's adultery is the idolatry of 
the people; Hosea's forgiveness of Gomer demonstrates God's mercy in 
taking back the repentant sinner; salvation is the re-marriage with God. This 
sexual biblical tradition is well-established in the Bible. 
The marital relationship between God and his people in the Old 
Testament is also used in the New Testament for the role of the church which 
is regarded as ‘the bride of Christ:' 
For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is 
the head of the church: and he is the savior of the body. 
Ephesians (5: 23) 
This is an extensive metaphor. On one hand, it illustrates the role of the 
church as the wife in serving God. On the other hand, it also sanctifies the 
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marriage relationship between man and woman. 
This infusion of secular and divine is understandable as a way of the 
highest power has to communicate with His people, especially where the 
issue of God's love is concerned. The incorporation of sexuality into the 
divine is somehow a way to mystify the profane as well as de-mystify the 
divine. The borderline between the sacred and the profane is obscure in 
writing (though it may not be confusing in people's interpretation and 
Christian doctrines). Yet, its obscurity provides the channel between the two 
spheres. The concept of marriage is sexual as well as spiritual. For one thing 
is certain: no matter how high the ideal of spiritual love is as a concept, a 
profane illustration seems to be the practice for comprehensible viable 
understanding and enactment. 
If the Bible is the letter to God's people, divine poetry offers 
believers' verse prayers and love letters to their husband~God. John Donne is 
not the pioneer in using religious verse，or even, more specifically, the sonnet, 
as a form for divine love. Although sonnets originally are mainly amorous in 
nature, those of Petrarch being the most noteworthy, poets adopted the sonnet 
form for divine meditation in the sixteenth century.^ In the 1590's, the high 
2 p. M. Oliver (1997) states that Donne is not the 'inventor' of the English holy sonnet. From 
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time for writing both divine and secular sonnets, a group of poets was writing 
divine sonnets: Henry Lok (?1553-? 1608) who turned from writing amatory 
verse, Bamabe Barnes (?1569-?1609), Henry Constable (1562-1613) and 
William Alabaster. Henry Lok first published his Sundry Christian Passions, 
two sequences of 100 religious sonnets, in 1593; Barnes published A divine 
Century of Spiritual Sonnets in 1595^. Donne was probably aware of the 
development of the divine poetic due to its massive publication."^Although the 
precise date of composition of Donne's Holy Sonnet is unknown,^ Donne's 
Holy Sonnets probably were written later than those of Lok, Barnes and 
Alabaster. 
Despite the secular mode of the sonnet, Donne's contemporaries 
mainly place themselves in the spiritual domain, in spite of sudden glimpses 
of a more secular temperament. For example, here is William Alabaster's 
poem: ‘Upon the Crucifix (3).，It is utterly secular in tone and sensual in 
diction, but it lacks the sexual eroticism in Donne's divine poems: 
his research, Anne Lok, mother of Henry Lok, is the first one. She published a sequence of 
sonnets titled A Meditation of a Penitent Sinner in 1560. This is a paraphrase of Psalm 51 into 
sonnet form, though not utterly original in composition. 
3 These historical data of publications are from P. M. Oliver (1997)，P.141-144. 
4 P. M. Oliver (1997) suggests Donne was with Alabaster to Essex on the Cadiz expedition of 
1596. Alabaster was the chaplain and Donne was a volunteer to the fleet. Moreover, Donne 
'annotated Roger Fenton's Answer to William Alabaster his Motives (London 1599).' 
Therefore, Oliver concludes that Donne should have known Alabaster was an amateur poet. 
Similarly, Thomas Egerton (Donne worked for him as secretary from 1597-1598)，was the 
patron of Henry Lok's sonnets. P. M. Oliver, P. 143-144. 
Except Since she whom I loved, which was written after the death of Anne More Donne in 
1617, scholars are not able to provide an exact date for Donne's Holy Sonnets. 
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Now I have found thee, I will evermore 
Embrace this standard where thou sitst above. 
Feed greedy eyes and from hence never rove, 
Suck hungry soul of this eternal store, 
Issue my heart from thy two-leaved door, 
And let my lips from kissing not remove. 
O that I were transformed into love, 
And as plant might spring upon this flower; 
Like wondering ivy or sweet honeysuckle, 
How would I with my twine about it buckle, 
And kiss his feet with my ambitious boughs, 
And climb along upon his sacred breast, 
And make a garland for his wounded brows. 
Lord, so I am if here my thoughts might rest.^ 
The sextet of the sonnet demonstrates that Alabaster's desire for God is 
sensual, a quality we will also see in Donne's divine sonnets. Alabaster's love 
for God is like an appetite, genuinely physical in the sense of having a 
6 Alabaster, William; edited by G. M. Story and Helen Gardner. Sonnets. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1959. P. 18 
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'hungry soul'. The words 'suck' and ‘feed’ transform the adult poet back to an 
infant, who knows only of his physical necessities, and is fed and nurtured by 
Jesus, the living balm of the soul. The action of the 'embrace' is also sensual 
as the focus is on the 'Hps' and the ‘kissing.. The tone does remind readers of 
the treatment of a mistress in secular sonnets. 
However, although the sensual tone and diction in the sonnet continues 
into the octet, here the growing plant looking up for Jesus becomes the major 
imagery. The plant grows along the body of Jesus from his ‘feet’ to his 
'brows', touching and consuming Jesus' body as fertility. The feeling of the 
closeness and the intimate touches or caresses (as the plant continues to grow 
and move along the body slowly) on the sacrificing body of Jesus fills up the 
latter part of the poem. However, after the 'journey' up to touch Jesus' head, 
the plant reaches the 'brows' which symbolize the spirit and the mind, and the 
poet finally settles his 'thoughts' with Jesus in Heaven. Thus, despite its 
extensive imageries on the touching of the body, the poem has little sense of 
sexual intercourse of the sort we will find in Donne. Alabaster's love remains 
plant-like rather than animal-like. Thus, while his use of sensual imageries to 
describe his desire and love for Jesus is quite innovative in the Renaissance, 
Alabaster, ultimately, focuses on the soul, the mind and not the body. 
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Alabaster remains very much within the traditional sense of 
religious verse in prioritizing a pure spiritual divine love for God. Donne, 
however, departs from his contemporaries and dramatizes his passion for God 
and religion in explicit sexual relationships, returning to the violent sexual 
tradition in the Old Testament. In this chapter, I would like to show how 
Donne fuses sexual and spiritual elements in his divine poems to illustrate 
religious crisis, salvation and his passion for God. 
One way that Donne makes his religious experience a sexual one is 
by imagining God/Christ and Satan as lovers battling for his soul. In the last 
sestet of his Holy Sonnets, Thou hast made me, we can see how Donne is 
swung between God and Satan: 
Only thou art above, and when towards thee 
By thy leave I can look, I rise again; 
But our old subtle foe so tempteth me, 
That not one hour I can myself sustain; 
Thy Grace may wing me to prevent his art, 
And thou like adamant draw mine iron heart. (11-14) 
In this poem, the figures of God and Satan are more concrete characters rather 
than abstract spirits with no physiques as in many other religious poems. 
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Moreover, both God and Satan, ‘our old subtle foe，’ take the form of sexual 
seducers of Donne. Several verbs in these lines are related to seduction: 
‘tempteth，，'wing' and 'draw' are almost synonyms of seduce and 'sustain' is 
the action against seduction. In other words, Donne characterizes Satan and 
God to be his wooers in his divine sonnets. 
Another poem, Since she whom I loved is even more explicit about 
sexual seduction by making Satan an intruder in the marriage between God 
and Donne. Satan is always someone who worries God: 
But in thy tender jealousy, dost doubt 
Lest the world, flesh, yea Devil put thee out. (13-14) 
Although Donne is talking about earthly temptation in general, he capitalizes 
the Devil in the poem to stress the real-life, physical and concrete nature of 
temptation and betrayal. Satan seduces Donne to betray his partner, God, and 
have an 'extra-marital affair'. Donne follows the biblical tradition in Hosea 
and Jeremiah in seeing betrayal of God as analogous to being a promiscuous 
wife. In the Bible, God compares his treacherous people (the Israelites 
worshipping other worldly man-made God) to an adulterous wife: 
Surely as a wife treacherously departeth from her husband, 
so have ye dealt treacherously with me, O house of Israel, 
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saith the Lord. (Jeremiah 3:20) 
Donne's temptation is enormous: ‘the world'—his ambition, 'flesh'—his 
physical desire for his wife and ‘Devil，’ the denotation of his sin and betrayal. 
In facing all sorts of seduction from Satan, God seems to be worrying, like a 
wife, that his position may, one day, be substituted by Satan in Donne's 
'home' or heart: 'yea Devil put thee out, (14). 
In his secular-erotic verse, we see Donne often stressing his 
masculinity. However, in these religious poems, Donne puts himself in a 
feminine position. For example, in Batter my heart, three-personed God, 
Donne imagines himself to be a kidnapped bride of Satan. The poem is 
structured through the imagery of battle: 
I，like an usurped town, to another due, 
Labour to admit you, but oh, to no end, 
Reason your viceroy in me, me should defend, 
But is captived, and proves weak and untrue, 
Yet dearly' I love you, and would be loved fain, 
But am betrothed unto your enemy, (5-10) 
Donne first imagines himself to be ‘an usurped town' seized by Satan, 
fighting his best to get back his allegiance with God, but failing. Then he 
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turns this battle for a place to a battle for a ‘woman.，(line 10) This time, 
instead of being a promiscuous wife, Donne finds it fitter that he takes up the 
role of a kidnapped bride ‘betrothed，to Satan. The basic of the comparison is 
that he is 'weak' and 'untrue,' and even when he takes actions to get closer to 
God, they are all vain as they yield no reward: 'Labour to admit you, but oh, 
to no end' (6). Donne defends his town and his chastity, but is ‘captived，. 
Perhaps, the saddest aspect of Donne's use of the kidnapped bride 
metaphor is the fear it reveals on Donne's part, that God will ultimately 
abandon him. Putting himself in the feminine position reveals Donne's 
passive and oppressed position under the authority of God. It is a Christian 
belief that only God has the power to grant salvation. No deeds can attain 
God's salvation, so all Christian are like kidnapped brides: all actions they 
take are vain. Thus, Donne is helpless in washing away his sin and his 
distance from God is even further than the position of the Israelites as show in 
the Old Testament. In other poems like As due by many titles I resign and I 
am a Little World, Donne continues to convey his helpless and enslaved state. 
In As due by many titles I resign, he feels especially rejected by God: 'That 
thou lov'st mankind well, yet wilt not choose me,/ and Satan hates me, yet is 
loth to lose me.' (13-14) in I am a little world, Donne begs for God's 
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punishment to redeem his sin and grant him salvation: 
Pour new seas in mine eyes, that so I might 
Drown my world with my weeping earnestly, 
Or wash it if it must be drowned no more: 
But oh, it must be burnt; (line 7-10) 
'And bum me O Lord, with a fiery zeal 
Of thee and thy house, which doth in eating heal, (line 13-14) 
Donne uses infinities: 'Pour', 'Drown' and 'Burn' to express his earnest plea 
for God's attention and, even of such attention is punishment. His tone is 
begging. He surrenders with his suckling power and almost invisible 
existence. Only God's destruction can renew his soul and makes him worthy 
of salvation. 
In addition to its Biblical sexual metaphors, the image of the 
kidnapped bride also refers us to the Greek Myth of Proserpine and Pluto, 
another way of infusing the sacred and secular. Putting the story of Proserpine 
and Pluto side by side with Donne's poem Batter my heart, Donne seems to 
draw on this classical legendary as an allegory in his poem. As Pluto, the 
King of Hades, is an equivalent to Satan in Christianity, Donne is a Christian 
Proserpine. Just as Proserpine, Donne is kidnapped by Satan into hell to be 
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his wife. Helen Gardner explains Donne's approach here: ‘The allegorical 
way of seeing things (of the sacred poet) produced a vast body of Christian 
symbolism upon which the sacred poet drew just as the secular poet drew 
upon classical legend.，7 Donne's attempt in drawing upon both 'Christian 
symbolism' and 'classical legend' does not only destroy the border line 
between sacred and secular verse, he also makes God and religion closer to 
the profane so that we can apprehend religion and God in a revolutionary but 
also an easier way. 
Although Satan, the sexual seducer, keeps beguiling Donne away 
from God, Donne does ask and plead with his other lover, God, to forgive him 
and take him back. Clearly, the image of God in Donne's Holy Sonnets is 
quite extreme. God is both an ideal and sacrificial lover as well as a rapist. I 
will first talk about God as a humane gentle lover. One way that Donne 
imagines God as a gentle lover is to see Him as a woman, more specifically 
as a figure similar in some ways to the mistresses of his earlier secular poems, 
characterized by beauty and tender mercy. In "A Hymn to Christ," as 
suggested by Anthony Low (1993), the phrase 'yet through that mask I know 
n 
Helen Gardner, Introduction to William Alabaster's Sonnets, p. xxvi. 
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those eyes' (line 6) 'provokes thoughts of casual courtship or flirtation.'^ The 
'mask' that God wears is like those people in the party scene of Romeo and 
Juliet where Romeo falls in love with Juliet at first sight. In this poem, Donne 
seduces God by claiming his faith to him and promising him to sacrifice all 
his other ‘fake mistresses' such as 'fame' and ‘wit，(line 28) for God's ‘true 
love' (line 16). After a life of flirting with these 'fake mistresses,' Donne now 
repents his ‘promiscuity，and hopes to marry his God, the 'eternal root of true 
love' (line 15-16). 
In another poem, What if this present were the world 's last night，， 
Donne discusses with his soul whether Christ is a proper mistress that is 
worth loving. Jesus' picture, like other mistresses in the love poetry in the 
Renaissance, resides in the heart of the poet. As men judge women from their 
appearance, Donne also examines this 'mistress's' appearance in the picture, 
which 'dwells' in his heart. ^ He says to his soul: 
No, no, but as in my idolatry 
I said to all my profane mistresses, 
Beauty, of pity, foulness only is 
8 Anthony Low (1993) , p. 70. 
9 In "The Damp,' the poet's friends also find the mistress's picture in the heart of the dead 
poet's body: 'When they shall find your picture in my heart,' (line 4) John Dome (1996), p. 
51. 
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A sign of rigour: so I say to thee, (line 9-12) 
Although the 'picture' in Donne's heart is the crucified Christ ('blood fills his 
brow, which from his pierced head fell,' (line 6) Donne assures his soul that 
this is a 'beauty form' that possesses a 'piteous mind' (line 14). Just as a 
woman's beauty signals her goodness in Donne's secular verse, so too 
Christ's pains and death are a form of beauty in this religious poem. Christ's 
body is a symbol of sacrifice for our sin; and Christ is like a mistress who 
takes pity on Donne's need and "prayed forgiveness for his foes' fierce spite." 
(line 8) Donne confirms with his soul that Jesus is a lover that is worth loving, 
and the 'beauty' of Christ is derived from the patterns Donne created in his 
secular poetry. 
Furthermore, Donne mourns for God in the way that he mourns for his 
mistress. Weeping and mourning is a recurrent image cluster in Donne's 
poems, both secular and divine poetry. In O might those sighs and tears 
return again, Donne repents his idolatrous love for women: 
O might those sighs and tears return again, 
Into my breast and eyes, which I have spent, 
That I might in this holy discontent 
Mourn with some fruit, as I have mourned in vain; 
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In mine idolatry what showers of rain 
Mine eyes did waste! What griefs my heart did rent! (line 1-6) 
The poet hopes to take back all the sighs and tears he wasted in mourning for 
women, presumably his lost loves. Instead, he thinks that God is the real lover 
who is worth such showers of tears, because the mourning for Christ's 
sacrifice is fruitful. In other words, Donne denies the weeping and the 'floods 
of tears' that he valued in his secular poems such as "A Valediction: of 
Weeping," where tears are the noble 'fruits of much grief ("A Valediction: of 
Weeping" line 7) Now, instead of mourning for his lover, Donne chooses in 
his divine poems to mourn for a divine God. 
Donne's weeping for God can even earn him salvation as he states in 
another divine sonnet, I am a little world made cunningly. Here, the weeping 
of the poet becomes a sign of salvation from God which is based on the 
salvation of Noah in the big flood: 
Pour new seas in mine eyes, that so I might 
Drown my world with my weeping earnestly, 
Or wash it if it must be drowned no more: (line7-9) 
The tears of the penitential sinner resemble the flooding water in Noah's time 
which cleansed the earth of sin. In his desperate fear of damnation, Donne has 
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nothing, but the same weapon he used earlier for his lovers~weeping—to 
win pity and mercy. Therefore, Donne turns a traditionally secular trope into a 
divine one which stands for salvation and new life. Yet, at the same time, we 
can also say that this divine imagery has secular significance in the way that 
Donne sees God as his lover. He believes his new life with God as his spouse 
can produce an eternal love that promises no separation. 
Since Donne sees God as his mistress, to some extent, he also 
conceives his prayers as a way to seduce this divine lover. Oh, to vex me, 
contraries meet in one is an introspective meditation of Donne's vicissitudes 
in religious life. He compares his religious tribulations with his 'profane 
love,' pointing out many similarities between his sexual love and religion: 
I change in vows, and in devotion. 
As humorous is my contrition 
As my profane love，and as soon forgot: (line 3-5) 
His life of religion and of love is the same, "Vows" and "devotion" being 
similar expressions; "Vows" are promises between lovers and "devotion" is 
the faith for one's religion. Donne is unable to keep either. His love for God is 
like the love for his profane mistresses. Sometimes he repents in his 
'contrition,' but soon he forgets his repentance and continues to sin. Donne 
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finds it hard to devote himself to God completely just as he could not do so to 
his profane mistress. In this unstable relationship with God, Donne enjoys 
most of all seducing God through his prayer: 
I durst not view heaven yesterday; and today 
In prayers, and flattering speeches I court God (line 9-10) 
Donne connects 'prayers' and 'flattering speeches' as ways to seduce his 
divine lover. He speculates on the similarities between the two. When he feels 
guilty with repentance and talks to God with his heart, it is a prayer; but when 
he is playful or says his prayer as a routine duty, his prayer is no different 
than those 'flattering speeches' of the Renaissance courtier. When he 'quakes 
with true fear' (11) of God's ‘rod，(11)，he repents his flattering speeches. The 
sexual pun of ‘rod’ in line 11 (‘rod’ can mean God's scepter in his throne and 
also the penis of man) shows that even when Donne is serious, God remains 
very much a sexual lover to him. 
The female aspect of this divine lover is presented through another 
aspect of Donne's religious poetry, which is his tendency at times to see God 
as continuous with the soul of his deceased wife, Anne. As shown from the 
poem Since She whom I loved, the death of Donne's wife is a critical point in 
both his secular and religious life. The event marks a loss and also an end to 
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Donne's secular love life, and he is very depressed as a result. Unsurprisingly, 
there is a prevailing sense of loss in the poem. Donne is in a state of ‘thirst’ (7 
& 8，'thirsty') and must ‘seek，(6) to fill up the lack. The second quatrain of 
the poem talks about this kind of loss and the resulting desire for 
compensation: 
Here the admiring her my mind did whet 
To seek thee God; so streams do show the head, 
But though I have found thee, and thou my thirst hast fed, 
A holy thirsty dropsy melt me yet. (5-8) 
Religiously and ideally, Donne knows God should be the perfect answer to 
his quest. Anne More Donne occupies the position not only of the poet's 
earthly wife, but she is also a divine companion when she is alive. In this 
marriage, Donne experiences God's grace and love. She is all his 'good' (2); 
she belongs to heaven. Therefore, ‘her soul early into heaven ravished.' (3) 
The death of Anne becomes a passage to Donne's ultimate lover, God. She is 
a sacred 'stream' that will 'show the head' (6) or origin of the stream: God 
himself. This 'head' rhymes with 'dead' in line 2 suggests the death of Anne 
is actually a revelation of God's love as his eternal lover in heaven. God 
becomes a feminine and faithful lover 'offering all of his love' (10) to attract 
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the poet to follow him. To a certain extent, Donne's conjugal love is 
redirected upon God. 
Interestingly, however, this poem shows that Donne's erotic desire is so 
powerful that even a wholly spiritual union with God may not be a sufficient 
dream for him. It seems to me that in, Since she whom I loved, although God 
is a source of unlimited love, Donne is never satisfied. The last sestet of the 
poem illustrates Donne's desire to retain a more earthly, physical relationship: 
But why should I beg more love, when as thou 
Dost woo my soul for hers; offering all thine: 
And dost not only fear lest I allow 
My love to saints and angels, things divine, 
But in thy tender jealousy dost doubt 
Lest the world, flesh yea Devil put thee out. (9-14) 
The question ‘why should I beg more love，remains unresolved in the poem. 
Surely, such a question cannot be answered. How could one ask for more love 
than God could give? Yet, the question is still asked, showing Donne's 
dissatisfaction. Donne is not able to cast away his love for 'the world', 
probably fame and material things. He cannot abandon his physical pleasure 
from his ‘flesh，. It is obvious that Donne is not prepared for the pure spiritual 
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love that God offers him. As Theresa Dipasquale (1996) says, in her essay 
titled 'Ambivalent mourning in "Since she whom I loved'", Donne is unable 
to 'separate devout apocalyptic yearnings from potentially idolatrous desire'. 
Dipasquale thinks the phrase ‘more love' (9) in the poem alludes to the name 
of Donne's wife Anne M o r e . � We might say, following Dipasquale, that 
Donne cannot accept the death of his wife and an end to his carnal love life. 
But we might even go further to suggest that, even in heaven after his death, 
Donne wants a relationship that can include both the spirit and the body. He 
wants to take up with him to heaven a love combined of physiques and spirit. 
The idea of a God who is both utterly divine and spiritual but also 
physical is nicely presented by Donne through the topos of jealousy. The 
image of a jealous God can be found in Exodus, chapter 20, verse 5. In 
delivering the Ten Commandments, God says，'thou shalt not bow down 
thyself to them [other God], nor sere them: for I the LORD thy God am a 
jealous God. . . ' This God demands absolute faith from Donne as seen from 
poetic lines like these: 
But in thy tender jealousy dost doubt 
10 Dipasquale (1996), "Ambivalent Mourning in Since she whom I loved", from John Donne's 
"desire of more. “ Edited by M. Thomas Hester. P. 187 
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Lest the world, flesh yea Devil put thee out. 
{Since She whom I loved, line 13-14) 
But thou wouldst have that love thyself: as thou 
Art jealous, Lord, . . . 
CA hymn to Christ, at the Author 's last going to Germany,“ 
line 19-21) 
The jealous God in Since She whom I loved and “A hymn to Christ, at the 
Author's last going to Germany, “ willingly offers Donne all his love to 
comfort his loss of wife while in "A Hymn to Christ", Donne questions why 
God's jealousy doesn't apply to him. 
Yet, to Donne, God's jealousy is not only masculine but feminine. God 
is somehow like a jealous mistress who demands absolute fidelity. For 
example, the woman in "Break of Day" thinks love can admit ‘the poor, the 
foul, the false' (15) but ‘not the busied man.' (16) Those men who 'have 
business' and 'make love' (17) are as bad as 'when a married man doth woo.' 
These qualities are very similar to the jealous God in Since she whom I loved 
who is also jealous about Donne's preoccupation in the 'world, flesh and 
Devil '(14). 
Although divine jealousy may have, for Donne, a feminine component, 
： 55 
the sexuality of Donne's God is as masculine as it is feminine. This God is the 
jealous God of Exodus and, in Donne's elaboration of protestant theology, a 
God who insists on taking to Himself those whom He has chosen. In short, 
this God can be a violent and harassing lover. Indeed, in Batter my heart, 
three- personed God, Donne imagines God as a masculine, powerful, 
dictatorial and absolute figure, and His salvation almost a rape. Using the 
kidnapped bride of Satan motif we have already seen, Donne asks God to take 
him back through an even more violent action: rape. In this poem, contrary to 
the arrogant speakers in his Songs and Sonnets or the proud Donne who will 
'dare to dispute' with God in If poisonous minerals, Donne reduces his 
ambitions and pride to a weak and helpless feminine position. In contrast to 
Donne's smallness, God has the power of creation, destruction, and re-
creation. His omnipotence is shown in the poem through many active 
monosyllabic and strongly rhythmic verbs: 
Batter my heart, three-personed God; for, you 
As yet, but knock, breath, shine, and seek to mend; 
That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend 
Your force, to break, blow, bum, and make me new. (1-4) 
Due to the heavy burden of his sin, only God's violent seizure reduces his fear 
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of eternal damnation: 
Divorce me, untie, or break that knot again, 
Take me to you, imprison me, for I 
Except you enthrall me, never shall be free, 
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me. (11-14) 
The last line of this famous sonnet, ‘Nor ever chaste, except you ravish 
me,' underscores Donne's love of paradox and wit and also stresses a theme 
of this chapter—the paradoxical nature of Donne's sense of God. Just as 
Donne's erotic poems presented sexuality as spiritual, so too his religious 
verse shows us spirituality is sexual. And this sexuality, furthermore, is 
paradoxical in itself. It is both male and female, as we have seen, and it is 
both sacred and profane. The ravishment of God gives the soul purity. Donne 
plays on the pun and also the paradoxical nature of ‘ravish，to suggest the 
consummation of sexuality and divinity. Besides the meaning of ' rape ' , being 
seized and kidnapped, interestingly, the OED also points us to an old usage of 
rapture from the to Centuries: 'to carry away (esp. to heaven) in 
mystical sense; to transport in spirit without bodily removal.' ' ' This suggests 
I ‘ Though this meaning is rare now, people use this meaning from the fourteenth to 
seventeenth century. 10 Nov 2005. From OED Online: 
<http://dictionary.oed.com.easyaccessl.lib.cuhk.edu.hk/cgi/entry/50198 
075?query_type=word&query word=ravish&first= 1 &max一to_show= 10&sort_type=alpha&re 
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the possibility of keeping the body together with the soul in heaven in 
Donne's time. Donne's hope in resurrecting to heaven with his body or 
physical being and senses is vivid. 
Given the vast differences between ravishment and chastity, 
physicality and spirituality, and even male and female sexuality, it is perhaps 
inevitable that Donne postulates positions that mediate between these 
extremes. One such position is that of a priest, and Donne, true to his focus on 
sexuality, perceives the nature of a priest as a hermaphrodite. Donne develops 
this conceit from the traditional idea that the priest is the intermediary 
between God and the people. Therefore, in the poem, "To Mr. Tilman after he 
has taken orders," Donne notes that the priest 'bring man to heaven and 
heaven again to man.'(line 28) Like the virgin Mary, who uses her earthly 
body to bear a divine mission—being Jesus' mother, (line 41) the preacher too 
is an earthly body who conveys the holy message from God. The Christian 
idea that the church marrying God and the people is also relevant here, yet, 
Donne sees the priest also as a metaphorically sexual body. He ends the poem 
claiming the priest is a hermaphrodite: 
Both these in thee, are in thy calling knit, 
sult_place=2&search_id=5WWR-73CKxM-1697&hilite=50198075> 
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And make thee now a blessed hermaphrodite, (line 53-54) 
The priest's duty is sexual in the sense that it is a symbol of the 
consummation of the sacred and the profane, just as a hermaphrodite is the 
symbol of the union of male and female that entails the idea of the union of 
man and woman in sexual intercourse. 
We can conclude this chapter with one additional way that Donne 
merges sexuality and spirituality in his religious verse. Just as the priest is a 
sort of hermaphrodite, female and male, sacred and profane, perhaps even 
chaste yet ravished, so too, Donne, the Dean of St. Paul's, sees himself as a 
figure who leads other to God, a bridge, a channel, in sexual terms—a pander. 
In Show me dear Christ, Donne questions which is the 'true church' since in 
his days the church is divided up into different branches such as the Anglican 
Church in England—the Protestant, Roman Church in Rome and Protestant 
Church in Geneva and Germany. Moreover, these churches seem to act 
contradictorily which puzzles and vexes Donne: 
Sleeps she a thousand, then peeps up one year? 
Is she self-truth and errs? Now new, now outwore?(line5-6) 
12 This is from Herbert Grierson's commentaries on Show me dear Christ. He identifies the 
churches that Donne alludes to in the poem. Helen Gardner quotes him in her Appendix C in 
John Donne: The Divine Poems (Oxford: Clarendon Press), p. 121. 
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How can the true church sometimes not exist? How can the church, in herself 
the truth of God make mistakes? Viewing all these strange phenomena of the 
church(es), Donne wants God to show him which is the true church, God's 
true bride. But while such questions are typical questions asked by searching 
Christians, Donne's approach, as always, is unique. In the final quatrain of the 
sonnet, Donne describes his own attitude to God, Christ and the Church: 
Betray kind husband thy spouse to our sights, 
And let mine amorous soul court thy mild dove, 
Who is most true, and pleasing to thee, then 
When she，is embraced and open to most men. (line 11-14) 
Here, Donne extends the biblical tradition of seeing the church as the bride of 
Christ to his own conceit. He assigns the duty to himself of a sexual wooer 
and a pander. Donne, as the priest of St Paul's Church13，avows Christ that he 
will woo the true bride, who is most true and pleasing to Christ with his 'true 
love.' Then he will make this bride like a woman who is 'open' to many, 
indeed 'most ' , men—the sense is undeniable that the church is like a 
prostitute who will serve and embrace most men. Donne sees the popularity 
Herbert Grierson suggests the poem is written three years after Donne has taken up his 
order. John Donne: The Divine Poems, p.121. 
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and the expansion of a church as promiscuity. He aims to be the truest pander 
for this church. 
Donne's divine poetry are verses that describe the intimate love between 
God and the poet. The dramatic elements of Donne's divine love are as rich as 
those of his profane love in his secular verse. While aiming at a 
transcendental divine experience of secular love in the Elegies and Songs and 
Sonnets, Donne shifts his focus in secularizing his divine experience in his 
divine poetry. He never abandons any of these contrary elements. Donne's 
poetry, in itself, is the best example of being a hermaphrodite. 
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Chapter 4 —Death: "The Worst Enemy，， 
Death is... the worst enemy; We have other Enemies; Satan 
about us, sin within us...but when they are destroyed, [death] 
shall retaine a hostile, and triumphant dominion over us. 
(John Donne~Sermons, IV, 55) 
From the discussion of the previous chapters, we see Donne's attempt 
to merge the profane and the sacred in his poetry shows his aim of 
consummating sexuality and religion. There is also evidence from other 
non-seductive poems that exemplifies this idea. For example, in "Air and 
Angels", Donne believes that the body is a receptor of God's grace and 
messages and thus, it is necessary to reach the soul through all the senses: 
But since my soul, whose child love is, 
Take limbs of flesh, and else could nothing do, 
More subtle than the parent is 
Love must not be, but take a body too. (line 7-10) 
Here, Donne stresses that although his soul is 'subtle,' it 'takes limbs of 
flesh.，Therefore, as love must not be 'subtler' than the soul, love should 
contain both the body and soul too. Furthermore, in "The Ecstasy", Donne 
adds that the 'souls' should 'descend to affections, and to faculties, (that is the 
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body)/ which sense may reach and apprehend,/ Else a great prince in prison 
lies.'(line 65-68). In other words, the soul should co-exist with the body. 
Without our senses, we can never realize our soul. 
In a similar way, Donne's religious poems and sermons reinforce the 
sense that Jesus is a sign combining the soul and the body. In Wilt thou love 
God, as he thee, Donne glorifies God's immense love in allowing Jesus Christ 
to redeem our sin by being crucified and dying on the cross. In the last two 
lines, Jesus' love is greatest in the way that Jesus sacrifices his dignity and the 
authority of an omnipotent God to suffer as the lowest man of all: 
Twas much, that man was made like God before, 
But, that God should be made like man, much more, (line 13-14) 
Jesus is a God in man's flesh. His senses and his pain are no different from 
ours. In Donne's sermons, Jesus is the best example of why and how the body 
and the soul should come together: 
. . .God was made man for me;...，[is] well-expressed by 
the word Incarnation, for that acknowledges, and denotes, 
that God was made my flesh: It were not strange, that he 
who is spirit, should be made my spirit, my soule, but he 
was made my flesh: ... That God assumed my body; And 
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…，that God became this man, soule and body; A 
mingling, says one, an uniting, saies the other of two, 
of God and man, in one person] 
On one hand, Donne wants to tell his congregation that Jesus is the 'sign' to 
us that he and God shall never be parted.� On the other hand, Donne wants to 
highlight that Jesus is a combination of both body and soul. The reiteration of 
the words 'flesh' and ‘man，points to the importance of the physical existence. 
Jesus comes to us in the form of a ‘man;’ he is the 'mingling', a unity of 
'Body' and ‘Soul.’ His resurrection from death proves the possibility of 
merging the seemingly contrary spheres. 
Although Donne's ideal of merging sex and religion seems utterly 
perfect in his poetry and Jesus has set the best example in uniting the body 
and the soul after resurrection, death remains a disturbing destiny which 
keeps haunting Donne. In the sermon I quoted in the beginning of this chapter, 
Donne thinks that death is the 'worst enemy' which prevents us from entering 
heaven. Donne continues to explain in the same sermon how death is the 
enemy even though God makes 'Death his Commissioner to punish sin.' As 
‘ J o h n Donne, The Sermons of John Donne. Selected and introduced by Theodore A. Gill. 
"Sermon Preached at St. Paul's Cathedral, London 1624" (New York: Meridian Books, Inc., 
1958), p 101-102. 
2 Ibid, p 103. 
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Donne explains, death has insufficient respect for his commission: 'First, he 
was an enemy in invading Christ, who was not in his Commission, because he 
had no sin.'^ There are other perspectives also which Donne uses to explain 
why death is the enemy. There is actually quite a lengthy list of examples. But 
this first one, which Donne puts at the very beginning of his argument, is the 
most important and most revealing. 
Christian ideology in the Renaissance gives us some clues to 
Donne's anxiety about death. It is interesting that Donne rests his faith on 
God and Christianity till his death, but they are also the origin that gives him 
feelings of insecurity all through his life. First, Christianity states that at the 
moment of death, the soul will be released to heaven while the body will rest 
on earth to wait for the resurrection on judgment day to unite with the soul in 
heaven. Donne points specifically to the role of ‘death’ in separating the soul 
and the body in a sermon: 
God made the first Marriage, and men made the first Divorce; 
God married the Body and Soul in creation, and man divorced 
the Body and Soule by death through sinne, in his fall.4 
Even in Donne's last sermon, the "Death's Duel", Donne also reinforces that 
3 John Donne( 1953-62), Sermons, Vol. 4，p. 55. 
4 John Donne( 1953-62), Sermons, Vol. 11 p. 257. 
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the 'final death' will lead to the 'dissolution of body and soul，，. As we have 
seen in the previous two chapters that Donne insists the soul and the body 
should go together before and after death，this temporary separation of the 
body and the soul at the moment of death poses a problem, even causes fear, 
to Donne. Robert N. Watson (1994) shares my view in "Duelling Death in the 
Lyrics of Love". He thinks that "Donne consistently expresses anxiety about 
the prospective fragmentation or nullification of his oneness一his uniqueness, 
his unity.，’6 The detachment from the body of the soul, to Donne, is a defeat 
of the wholeness of his being, and in this chapter, I will focus on Donne's 
anxiety about the severance of body and soul in death. 
I 
Let's begin our discussion with a more detailed analysis of Donne's 
last sermon—'Death's Duell', which is 'called by his Majesties household as 
'THE DOCTORS OWNE FUNERALL SERMON’？ to examine Donne's 
anxiety about death. This 'Death's Duell' is the most powerful piece of 
writing to prove Donne's fear of the separation of the body and soul when the 
5john Donne, The Sermons of John Dome. p. 268-273. 
6 Robert N. Watson argues through psychoanalysis that Donne possesses a fear of 
nullification. Instead, I argue Donne worries about the 'fragmentation', in Watson's words, of 
the soul and the body, "Dueling Death in the Lyrics of Love: John Donne's Poetics of 
Immortality." The Rest Is Silence: Death as Annihilation in the English Renaissance. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994. p. 157. 
7 John Donne, The Sermons of John Donne, p. 261 
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deliverance of this sermon is so close a time to the priest's own death. 
Although Donne states how strong his faith is in the 'recompacting of body 
and soule' after their dissolution of body and soul at death, much of t h e 
sermon is spent on the haunting moments of the body decaying in the grave: 
But for us that die now and sleepe in the state of the dead, we 
must al passe thispost-hume death,... nay this death after 
burial，this dissolution after dissolution, this death of corruption 
and putrifaction, of vermiculation and incineration, of 
dissolution and dispersion in and from the grave, when these 
bodies that have been the children of royallparent,..., must 
say with Job, Corruption thou art my father, and to the Worme 
thou art my mother and my sister. Miserable riddle, when 
the same worme must bee my mother, and my sister, and 
my selfe. Miserable incest,. . .} 
Donne's 'investigation' of death is realistic, sensual and profound. He c a n 
foresee and feel every moment of the body decaying in the soil: the burning 
of the body, the intolerable smell of the decaying body, the feeding on t h e 
worms, becoming the worms, feeding on the dust and being the lowest of 
8 John Donne, The Sermons of John Donne. P. 271-272. 
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by being treaded upon by all which lies on top of him. All these descriptions 
are detestable, disgusting and horrifying to the dying priest, especially to the 
one who has given so much praise on the body. He says that 'this is the most 
inglorious and contemptible vilification, the most deadly and preemptory 
nullification of man, that we can consider'^. Despite the glorious resurrection 
that God promises him, Donne finds it hard to get rid of these horrifying 
moments of death. 
All through Donne's religious and poetic career, death remains to be 
his enemy in destroying his wish to stay the body and soul together. This fear 
can also be seen from his other poems, both secular and divine. In his divine 
poems, his anxiety and insecurity in leaving home signifies an anxiety and 
fear of death. In "A Hymn to Christ, at the Author's last going into Germany" 
(I will denote this poem as ‘A Hymn to Christ" in the rest of this chapter), 
Donne's fear of death is exemplified through imagery of a doomed journey. 
The poem is composed in 1619，when Donne was leaving England to be a 
Chaplain in Germany. His emotion before leaving, however, was that of a 
preparation for his own death as seen in the poem and supported by some 
biographical data. In the poem, Donne seems to expect a shipwreck and his 
9 John Donne, The Sermons of John Donne. P. 272. 
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death in the sea: 
In what torn ship soever I embark, 
That ship shall be my emblem of thy ark; 
What sea soever swallow me, that flood 
Shall be to me an emblem of thy blood, (line 1 -4) 
The poet imagines he is going to board a 'torn ship' and may die. Looking at 
some biographical data from R. C. Bold's John Donne: A Life (1970), the ship 
that Donne embarked on was the 'most seaworthy vessel that could provide 
for a royal emissary.，� Therefore, the likelihood that Donne would be 
drowned in the sea or that the ship is Donne's origin of fear seem to be 
invalid. Imagining himself dying in the shipwreck, I think, on one hand, 
shows Donne's original fear of death from his declining health is triggered by 
his displacement from home to an unknown place.'' On the other hand, the 
sense of sailing on the sea imitates Noah's salvation in the ark from the 
apocalyptic flood, a salvation which Donne desires. His anxiety of the 
'unknown place' ahead also signifies Donne's uncertainty of his own 
salvation in death: 
R. C. Bald. John Dome: A Life. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970. p.9. 
“ F r o m Walton's Lives, Donne believed 'himself to be in a Consumption' and 'friends of 
Lincoln's Inn feared for his poor health, of which "there were many visible signs'" Ibid, 
P. 342 
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Though thou with clouds of anger do disguise 
Thy face; yet through that mask I know those eyes, 
Which, though they turn away sometimes, 
They never will despise. (5-8) 
Here, Donne worries about God's neglect and abandonment. Thus, in this 
poem he reminds God of his presence and embeds his faith and loyalty and 
hope in God to try to secure his salvation at his moment of death. 
Furthermore, Donne's panic at death is made vivid by his preparations 
for setting off. Before this journey leaving for his mission, Donne was very 
much 'haunted by the fears that he would not return.' ‘He told Lady 
Montgomery that he was "going out of the Kingdom, and perchance out of 
the world.' He even sent some of his poems and his own copy of Biathanatos 
to Sir Robert Ker as if worrying his writings would be lost if he didn't return. 
There were also uncertainties over his children's future as we l l . 12 Similarly in 
the second stanza of the poem, he is also prepared to die in saying farewell to 
England, where his fame and career are built, and to 'all whom [he] loved, 
and who loved him.' (line 10) He is literally sailing to Germany, but mentally, 
to his death: ‘In winter, in my winter now I go’ (line 14) The first 'winter' 
口Ibid, p. 343. 
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may refer to the season ‘winter’，but the second 'winter，changes to ‘my 
winter' and suggests Donne's depressed feeling in seeing a cold infertile 
winter, reminding him of his 'own final season' in his life, inactivity and then, 
death.. We can see Donne is overwhelmed by the idea of death and the 
uncertainty of salvation in this poem. 
Interestingly, in "Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness," the fear of 
death is exemplified through imagery of an adventure, but one which is also 
anxiety producing, since there is no definite destination. Donne imagines his 
trip to heaven as the last journey in his life. The poem is Donne's ‘instrument’ 
(4) to join the 'choir of saints' (2) in heaven. Donne is investigating with his 
'physicians' (6) his way to the 'holy room' (1)~heaven, and his physicians, 
through the examination of his body, are helping him to find his way: 
Whilst my physicians by their love are grown 
Cosmographers, and I their map, who lie 
Flat on this bed, that by them may be shown 
That this is my south-west discovery 
Per fretum febris，by these straits to die, (line 6-10) 
Doctors are transformed into Cosmographers; Donne, the patient, is 
transformed into a geographical map. Here, Donne uses the common idea in 
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the Renaissance that man is a microcosm of the world, as in "I am a little 
world made cunningly/ of elements, an angelic sprite' 1-2). The body 
of Donne is a microcosm of the 'world,' a 'world' that shows the way to 
heaven. Moreover, death is conceptualized generally in the direction of west 
where its opposite, east, signifies Jerusalem, Jesus and thus, resurrection. Yet, 
despite sufficient manpower and a reliable geographical map showing his 
range of destinations, Donne remains lost in finding the right direction to 
heaven: 
Is the Pacific Sea my home? Or are 
The eastern riches? Is Jerusalem? 
Anyan, and Magellan, and Gibraltar, 
All Straits, and none but straits, are ways to them, 
Whether where Japhet dwelt, or Cham，or Shem. (line 16-20) 
Although he knows definitely there is a heaven in the ‘east，，the geographical 
denotation of heaven, he doesn't know where it is or where he will end up, 
'east' or 'west. '? Indeed, Donne is sailing to his 'west '( l l) , suggesting 
pessimism about his future, even though he veils his fear with a witty remark: 
What shall my west hurt me? As west and east 
13 From Donne's Holy Sonnets, I am a little world. P. 310 
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In all flat maps (and I am one) are one. (13-14) 
Donne tries to reduce his fear by saying to himself that 'west' is 'east, ' 
because when 'west ' and 'east' on flat map round the body will end up in the 
same point. Thus, he cleverly concludes death and resurrection is the same: 
‘So death doth touch the resurrection.' (15) But the poem's fear is not so 
readily dismissed. Donne is exposed in the mist of different locations, places 
in the world and he does not know where his 'home,' his heaven, is. His 
uncertainty over direction is also uncertainty about his own end. And the only 
certainty in the poem, ironically, is that all these ways to these directions are 
'straits '— narrow and rough sea channels open to the sea. This suggests 
Donne's way to death, which he is experiencing on his sickbed, is definitely 
difficult and oppressive to his emotion. All these elements of fretfulness and 
loss strengthen Donne's fear of death 
In Donne's secular poems, as we have seen, a parting of lovers is 
death. His fear of losing the woman in the parting reflects，again, Donne's 
anxiety over death. From my discussion in chapter 1 showing that love should 
keep the body and the soul together, death, which is the separation of the 
body and soul, is a killer to love. Therefore, whenever the lover goes, death 
comes in. In "A Valediction: of my Name in the Window," Donne worries his 
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absence will bring him betrayal from the mistress. Thus, he incises his name 
on the window to master the lover through 'love's magic' (11). Whenever he 
leaves, the woman can feel his existence by seeing his name on the glass 
magically juxtaposed on her own face: 
’Tis more, that it shows thee to thee, 
And clear reflects thee to thine eye. 
But all such rules, love's magic can undo, 
Here you see me, and I am you. (9-12) 
The name on the window unites the lovers so that they are well-contained in 
each other's eyes and mind. The woman will remember the poet and 'mourn 
daily' (42) for him. Moreover, even if the woman is seduced by another man's 
'wit or land' (45) or love ‘letter，(51), the magic of the name will 'step 
in'(line 54): 
In superscribing, this name flow 
Into thy fancy, from the pane. 
So, in forgetting thou rememberest right, 
And unaware to me shalt write. (57-60) 
As Donne is not a magician, the true love magic in the poem, perhaps, is his 
magic of writing. The playing of the puns 'pen' and 'pane' and 'right' and 
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'write' stop the woman's infidelity. In writing to her new lover, the name of 
the 'pane' will fly to the 'pen'. Although the woman thinks she is writing to 
his new lover, she actually 'writes' to the poet. Therefore, even if she forgets 
him, she will eventually ‘write, to him and thus remember him 'right.' 
Yet, in this poem about his journey and his body, death is also 
present, as it was in "A Hymn to Christ". In the first place, the setting of the 
poem is not only a house, but seems like a tomb. In the first stanza, the 
engraving of the name on the name of the window is somehow like the 
engraving of the name on the tombstone: 
My name engraved herein, 
Doth contribute my firmness to this glass, 
Which, ever since that charm, hath been 
As hard, as that which graved it, was; (1-4) 
The pun of 'engrave ' sets the poem into a parting and a funeral. Therefore, the 
incision of the name as a romantic reminder of the poet is actually an 
'imprisonment' of the women to prevent her from meeting other men. The 
house will be transformed into a grave so as to bury the woman with him. The 
word 'casement,' used to substitute for the 'window' in line 44 suggests not 
only a window, but the cover of the 'coffin,' 'encasing' the woman in her 
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home with only the ghost of dead Donne as company. 
The ending of the poem is a further reminder that Donne is not only 
worried about being cuckolded, but about death: 
Near death inflicts this lethargy, 
And this I murmur in my sleep; 
Impute this idle talk, to that I go, 
For dying men talk often so. (63-66) 
His concern about separation is actually a worry over his fragmentation of 
body and soul at death. His departure from the woman is temporary like the 
momentary separation of the soul and body at death. But he hopes he will be 
back soon to reunite the twos. In stanza 5 and 6，as the poet says, he will 
'return' to 'repair/And recompact [his] scattered body' (31-32): 
Then as all my souls be 
Emparadised in you, (in whom alone 
I understand, and grow and see，） 
The rafters of my body, bone 
Being still with you, the muscle, sinews, and vein, 
Which tile this house, will come again. (25-30) 
In other words, the woman's fidelity also is the poet's resurrection from death. 
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Hence, the loss of the woman is a destruction of the poet's completeness and 
thus, a negation of his resurrection. This is what haunts the poet and why he 
in turn will haunt the woman through the name upon the window casement, 
reminding her she is the necessary link between him and life. 
II 
In experiencing all these haunting moments at life, poetry is Donne's 
way to control and overcome his fear of death. One way Donne overcomes 
his anxiety of death is by 'feigned death.' In "Song: Sweetest love, I do not 
go," Donne suggests the best way to overcome the anxiety of death is by 
pretending to be dead: 
But since that I 
Must die at last, 'tis best, 
To use my self in jest 
Thus by feigned deaths to die. (5-8) 
Death is inevitable; the parting of the lovers is inevitable. Thus, in order to 
prepare himself for the ultimate parting in death, rehearsing for death 
becomes the main deed, Donne has a similar remark in a sermon in which he 
thinks the way to get away from the fear and the feeling of death is to get 
used to it by practice: 
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There is nothing so neare Immortality, as to die daily; for 
not to feele death, is Immortality; and onely hee shall never 
feele deathe，that is excercised in the continuall Meditation 
thereof; Continuall Mortification is Immortality^'^ 
Repetitive practice of death is a way to get rid of death, and so Donne can feel 
i m m o r t a l i t y d e a t h is no more a question to him. Donne's view is an example 
of Arnold Stein's observation, in The House of Death (1986), that 
‘remembering death was a practical instrument of control, and its larger 
purposes licensed the effective means and rhetoric for developing the subject 
of death in ways that would cancel its imagined remoteness and would bring 
it home to the individual in all the feeling immediacy that art and spiritual 
conviction could command.' Thus, through practices of death, one can get 
closer and understand what death is. 
One of the ways to practise death is that, like other poets, Donne 
sees sleeping as an imitation of death, which he can practice daily. In his Holy 
Sonnets, Death be not proud, Donne sees death as a 'short sleep.' This is the 
only one of the Holy Sonnets that has little to do with repentance, salvation, 
praising God, etc. It is, instead, Donne's own introspection on death. From the 
14 Donne, Sermons, VIII，168. 
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first line of the poem: 'Death be not proud', we understand that death is 
something disturbing to Donne. Thus, he tries to defeat his fear of death by 
dissecting the nature of death in the poem. Finally, he concludes, 
And poppy, or charms can make us sleep as well 
And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then? 
One short sleep past, we wake eternally, 
And death shall be no more, Death thou shalt die. 
Death is no more than a sleep. Therefore, death is with us every day in our 
living. It is only a short loss of consciousness and then he can wake eternally 
in heaven. Similarly, in "Song: Sweetest Love, I do not go," Donne tells his 
mistress that his absence and also his death are just 'turning aside to 
sleep，(3 8). As sleeping is a daily routine, death is no longer fearful, and the 
separation of body and soul that occurs in death may be no more intense than 
that which occurs in sleep. 
Besides sleeping, prayers at sickness are another way, perhaps a truer 
one, to prepare for Death. Thou hast made me and This is my play 's last scene 
are Donne's experience of dying. Although we don't know the composition 
time of the poems, these two sonnets are probably composed at the time when 
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Donne was experiencing serious illness. Both of them give a close 
sensibility of the moment before death: 
Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste, 
I run to death, and death meets me as fast, 
{Thou Hast made me, line 2-3) 
This is my play's last scene, here heavens appoint 
My pilgrimage's last mile; and my race 
Idly, yet quickly run, hath this last pace, 
My span's last inch, my minute's latest point, 
{This is my play 's last scene, line 
1-4) 
Running is the central imagery in the two poems to describe the hastening 
coming of Donne's death. He feels himself pushed to his own end and his 
nervousness about this haunts him. This closeness of death, however, gives 
him the time to think of his last prayer at death, how to ask for God's 
salvation. To a certain extent, these rehearsals can also be true prayer before 
death as the dying man never knows whether he will survive the illness. On 
Donne had been suffering from poor health in his life. For instance, the dates of three 
serious illnesses can be certain. The first one is 1619 before going to Germany; Donne 
declares that he believes himself to be suffering from 'Consumption', (see above, p.6，note 7) 
The second one is in November 1623, in which Donne suffers from relapsing fever. (A. J. 
Smith [1996], p.22) and the last one is the illness before his death in 1930 (A. J. Smith, p.23). 
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the other hand, if these are purely imaginative poems, Donne deliberately 
rehearses his last 'scene' of his ‘play，in order to give his best performance to 
God. 
The tradition of Petrarchan love provides yet another vehicle for Donne 
to create his ‘feigned death' in his poetry. For the Petrarchan poets, the cruel 
rejection of the woman is death to the poet. Donne manipulates this 
tradition in using unrequited love as a killing agent in his poem to feign death. 
"The Damp" is, in some aspects, Petrarchan, as the lover is killed by the 
woman's rejection of him. The poem begins with the death of the poet and the 
anatomy of his dead body to find out the cause of death: 
When I am dead, and doctors know not why, 
And my friends' curiosity 
Will have me cut up to survey each part, 
When they shall find your picture in my heart, (line 1-4) 
The picture found in the heart of the lover is a Petrarchan device. In cutting 
up the heart of the poet, we can find the m u r d e r e r t h e woman. This death 
inflicted by the woman provides Donne a space for his meditation on death 
and the way to master his own death by defeating his murderer through his 
16 Leonard Wilson Forster, The Icy Fire, p. 19. London: Cambridge University Press, 1969. 
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wit. In the second stanza, Donne overthrows the woman's victory in killing 
him by pointing out the woman's cowardice in giving herself to 'Honour' (12) 
and 'Disdain '( l l ) , which gives a disadvantage to the men. Without the 
support of these two qualities, no woman can really defeat a man. Donne 
challenges the woman's power by asking her to 'kill' 'Disdain' and slay 
'Honour,' which he believes the woman can never succeed in doing. Since it 
is never a fair deal in the battle, the woman's victory can never be valid. By 
asking for a fair deal, Donne is able to jump out of this traditional 
disadvantaged condition and ask for a fair fight: 
Kill me as a woman, let me die 
As a mere men;... (line 21 -22) 
Therefore, the poet regains his victory and resumes his power over his death 
by subverting the Petrarchan tradition that the woman has the upper hand in 
the relationship. The defeat of the woman in poetry equals a defeat of the 
poetic death that women give to men in Petrarchan love. 
In another poem, The Apparition, Donne deals with death by imagining 
himself a ghost who takes revenge for death by haunting the lady so that she 
will repent for her cruel sin in rejecting and killing him. As a ghost, he can 
harass and blackmail the woman: 
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When by thy scorn, O murderess, I am dead, 
And that thou think'st thee free 
From all solicitation from me, 
Then shall my ghost come to thy bed, 
And thee, feigned vestal, in worse arms shall see; (line 1-6) 
In the poem, Donne surpasses death by controlling his life through the form 
of an apparition. A ghost, though definitely not a Christian concept, is 
Donne's imaginary form of existence to extend life after death in his art. 
Perhaps, at certain moments of time, when no religion can overcome his 
anxiety of death, poetry still can give him a free space, a literal 'heaven' to 
master his life and death through artistic creation. 
In order to get rid of his anxiety of death, Donne also imagines the 
delivery of his soul at the moment of death through the transcendental feeling 
of love. In "The Ecstasy," the lovers in the poem achieve a divine level of 
experience, in which the two souls go out of the body and unite. Indeed, Joe 
Nutt (1998) remarks the word ‘ecstasy’ has a slightly different meaning in 
Donne's time than our own. 'It is a state of rapture or heightened sensitivity 
which has a religious content to it. The soul leaves the body and is free to 
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contemplate the d i v i n e . ’ 口 The love of the couples reaches such divine 
moments and their soul goes out of the body: 
Our souls, (which to advance their state, 
Were gone out), hung 'twixt her, and me. (line 15-16) 
Moreover, this departure of the soul begins with an imaginary death. The 
description of the bodies after the leaving of the souls in stanza five hints at 
an imitation of death: 
And whilst our souls negotiate there, 
We like sepulchral statues lay; 
All day, the same our postures were, 
And we said nothing, all the day. (line 17-20) 
Only corpses (or maybe vegetative patients in our time) will lie immovable 
and saying nothing all day long. But for Donne, this state of living death is 
also completely joyful or ecstatic. 
Furthermore, Donne nicely joins 'death' here to his two greatest 
obsessions of sex and religion. Sex is a religious quest, as we have seen, but 
its ultimate truth will only be revealed after death. The two contemplating 
souls go out of the body in order to know about the 'mystery of love': 
17 Joe Nutt, p. 67. John Donne: The Poem. New York: St. Martin's Press. 1998 
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This ecstasy doth unperplex 
(We said) and tell us what we love, 
We see by this, it was not sex, 
We see, we saw not what did move: 
The two souls successfully finish their quest of love and return to their bodies 
at the end of the poem, understanding that both the soul and body should 
co-exist in love. Moreover, this reunion of the body and the soul also signifies 
a resurrection from death that shows Donne's Christian hope. Through this 
elevating moment of ecstasy, Donne finds another way to ease his anxiety 
about death. 
Another way that Donne practices his death is by transforming 
himself to things that belong to death or imagining his own death rites and 
thus also his resurrection. In "A Nocturnal upon St. Lucy's Day, being the 
shortest day," Donne grieves for the death of his beloved and her death brings 
death to him as he lacks the power of love to recreate himself as usual after St. 
Lucy's Day 18. In the first stanza of the poem, Donne transforms himself first 
to the 'epitaph' (9) of the dying world to commemorate its death, in going to 
deep winter on St. Lucy's Day. Then, the poet is literally reduced to death, to 
18 ‘St. Lucy's Day is 13 December, which was formerly the shortest day and the winter 
solstice when the sun entered the sign of goat.' From the notes of A. J. Smith, in John Donne: 
The Complete English Short Poems, p. 390. 
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'nothingness' like the seasonal change of the earth into winter by the death of 
his lover: 
For I am every dead thing, 
In whom love wrought new alchemy, (line 12-13) 
Although this time the poet cannot 'renew' himself through love's alchemy in 
the way he usually can (because the woman dies and so love is gone as well), 
he reminisces and tells other lovers about love's magic in destroying and 
resurrecting him. He sees himself as a sample of anatomy to prove the power 
of love. The ‘art’ of love (14) is used to 'express quintessence even from 
nothingness, from dull privations and lean emptiness' (15-16); love also 
're-begot him from nothingness.' (17-18) In other words, the poet is 'ruined' 
(line 17) by love to death but also resurrected from death by love as the world 
goes into winter for a sleep and wakes up in spring. In this poem, Donne 
wants to mourn for the death of his lover by reserving himself to 
‘nothingness.，Through the loss of his beloved, he tries to sense and 
experience the horror of nothingness, of darkness, through imagining himself 
‘prepar[ing]，(43) his death and dying in emptiness and darkness through 
poetry. 
Yet, not all Donne's poems of death are as negative as "A Nocturnal 
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upon St. Lucy's Day." Contrarily, Donne creates his deaths (as he dies often 
in different poems) in order to create chances of resurrection. "The 
Canonization", "The Relic", "The Funeral" and "A Valediction: Forbidding 
Mourning" are examples of how Donne imagines his 'life' after death. He 
aims to surpass the horror of death and focus on the joyful moment after 
death. He declares and professes himself as a love martyr in "The 
Canonization". He wills to 'die' for love if not ‘live by love' (28). And after 
death, they will resurrect like the 'phoenix:' 
We die and rise the same, and prove 
Mysterious by this love, (line 26-27) 
Donne believes that if society does not approve their love and even refuses to 
allow them to lie in the 'tombs and hearse' (29)，poetry can create a space for 
them to create their canonization: 
Our legend be, it will be fit for verse; 
And if no piece of chronicle we prove, 
We'll build in sonnets pretty rooms; 
As well a well wrought run becomes 
The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs, 
And by these hymns, all shall approve 
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Us canonized for love; (30-36) 
Donne deliberately manipulates love to its greatest advantage to soothe his 
fear of death and to make death meaningful, honorable and so, acceptable. 
Thus, poetry is also a way to celebrate, glorify, and most importantly to 
practise death. 
Both "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" and "The Funeral" are 
Donne's rehearsals of his funeral rites in which he can master his funeral and 
burial: 
Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm, do not harm 
Nor question much 
That subtle wreath of hair，which crowns my arm; 
The mystery, the sign you must not touch, 
For this outward soul, 
Viceroy to that, which then to heaven being gone, 
Will leave this to control, 
And keep these limbs, her provinces, from dissolution. (1-8) 
Since funerals happen after people are dead, one can arrange how the funeral 
should be carried out but can never watch it progressing. Both poems begin 
with friends coming to the poet's own funeral and seeing his corpse lying 
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there. The poet wants to tell his friends not to weep for his death nor question 
about his death at his funeral. Donne imagines death is perfectly fine to him. 
In "The Funeral," Donne leaves a 'wreath of hair' of his beloved to prevent 
his body from decaying. He believes that this relic can direct his body to 
heaven too: 
These hairs which upward grew, and strength and art 
Have from a better brain, 
Can better do it, ... (12-14) 
I see "The Relic" as an extension of this imagery of this wreath of hair 
circling the hands of the poet. "The Relic," is about the re-discovery of the 
dead bodies of the couples with 'a bracelet of bright hair about the bone.' (6) 
The poet believes the wreath of hair，which symbolizes their love, can 
perform 'miracles' that enable the couples to surpass death by uniting the 
lovers into ‘one body' and transcending them like their ‘guardian angels' (6) 
with no sex difference. Donne puts himself to every dead thing in order to 
study death in his mentally made virtual reality. 
While the ‘The Funerals' focuses on the relic of the poet, "A 
Valediction: forbidding mourning" combines the motif of death and parting to 
highlight the resemblance of the two. As we see in "A Hymn to Christ," 
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whenever Donne goes to a voyage, it is a rehearsal of death to him. The sense 
of parting for a voyage and death is well-blended in these poems. We can 
never tell whether the poet is leaving the woman for a journey or that he is 
dead: 
As Virtuous men pass mildly away, 
And whisper to their souls, to go, 
Whilst some of their sad friends do say, 
The breath goes now, and some say, no: (1-4) 
Donne establishes the scene of the final farewell to the dying man at the 
beginning of the poem. However, as the poem goes on, it shifts more to the 
temperament of two parting lovers. It talks about how 'inter-assured' their 
minds are and how 'refined' their love is so that their love will transcend, by 
their absence, to a higher level of spirituality. In addition, the metaphor of the 
'compass' in the last three stanzas does refer to the voyage that the man is 
going on, but it can also be understood as the way love directs him to heaven: 
Such wilt thou be to me, who must 
Like th' other foot, obliquely run; 
Thy firmness makes my circle just, 
And makes me end, where I begun, (line 33-36) 
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There are two possible interpretations to the end of this poem. First, if it is a 
poem about the parting of the lovers, then the interpretation is that the love of 
the couples can direct the man the way to home (where he begins his journey). 
Second, if it is a poem about the death of the poet, their transcendental love 
directs him back to heaven (which is a home to the soul as the soul is made by 
God). This ambiguity stresses the resemblance of the feeling of death and the 
parting between lovers. Therefore, whenever Donne leaves for his journey, it 
becomes a practice for him to prepare himself as he would at the moment of 
death. 
Through all these rehearsals of death in poetry, Donne makes himself 
the best imitation of the moment of death so as to minimize his anxiety about 
death. The reiteration of the shortness of death and the resurrection of the 
body afterwards show Donne's attempt to master both his death and his 
salvation. Donne does not only ponder about his love with women and God, 
he also contemplates the issue of death through the love with women and God. 
Love and death, somehow, are inseparable in Donne's poetry. 
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Conclusion 
Donne's idea of uniting the body and soul scatters everywhere in his 
poetry, as well as his sermons. In Donne's Love Songs and Sonnets, we can see 
how he integrates divinity into courtship, love and sex. He pursues the intimacy 
and sensual excitement with his lover. But he also wants to attain religious 
holiness and to do so particularly through bodily pleasures. In these poems, 
Donne possesses a special power in giving trivial things a connection to 
spirituality. Donne's divine sonnets are even more daring than his secular verse 
in seeing God as a sexual seducer and a master/mistress. His attempt in giving 
God human images is somehow a 'personification' and secularization of the 
omnipotent invisible imaginable God. Furthermore, his focus on Jesus as a God 
in the body of a man stresses the possibility of the coexistence of body and soul. 
In addition, Donne's obsession with death is also rooted, like his sexuality and 
religion, in the body—in his fear of the temporary separation of body and soul at 
the moment of death. His repeated 'plays' on death in his poetry are ultimately 
preparation to cope with the separation of the body and soul at death. 
Donne's ability in consummating sex and religion is no doubt 
revolutionary in the Renaissance. The boundaries outlining religious and secular 
poetry are re-created by Donne] We can hardly find another poet or writer to 
possess such a strong passion for both religion and sex at the same time. As 
shown from the previous chapters, sex and religion are complimentary impulses 
‘Perhaps, A. J. Smith is correct in stating that no poets after Donne used sexual love as such a 
direct path to eternal truth. "The Failure of Love: Love Lyrics after Donne," in Metaphysical 
Poetry, ed. Malcom Bradbury and David Palmer, Stratford-Upon-Avon Studies II, London: E. 
Arnold, 1970. p. 52 ,71. 
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in creating a highly distinguished 'Donnean style'. Without sex and love, 
Donne's passion for God seems untranslatable; without the ideal that is pursued 
in religion, sex and love are reduced to primal animalistic instinct. The infusion 
of sex and religion is the central attraction of Donne's poetry. The most 
fascinating thing in the secularization of God in Donne's poetry is that he allows 
religion and God to speak in a 'human language.' The distance between heaven 
and earth, God and human beings, is so close that poetry is a possible way of 
communication with God. 
Surely, we cannot find such kind of harmony of sex and religion in the 
twenty-first century in which we are living. In our daily life, sex and religion are 
somehow two utterly different and even contradictory entities. With the advances 
of technology and science, religion is pushed further away into a self-contained 
ideal, far from the secular life of people. The passion for both love and religious 
ideal seems much shallower. T. S. Eliot's ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock' 
is a good example to demonstrate the fallen world of love (both divine and 
secular). It is apparently true in this 'love song' that without an intense life of 
love and passion, human beings are unable to identify their souls and even fail to 
comprehend their physical bodies. 
The idea that we are the 'living dead' is even more pronounced today. Not 
only is the spirit locked up by the body that prevents men from seeing God, the 
communication between people degrades loves and relationships and brings life 
closer to the loneliness, inactivity and infertility of death. Love and sex drive 
people into their own egotistical selves in the creation of their 'Freudian id，， 
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which yields no meaning; religion, unfortunately, becomes only a desperate last 
resort to recapture our conscientious heart. Sometimes, the force of religion is 
even dismissed by the substitute of science. The split of the body and the soul 
makes human life more miserable than ever despite the medical power in 
prolonging human life. 
Sadly, in the literary world, religious poetry has become such a minor and 
insignificant genre. The dominant postcolonial, gender and cultural literary 
criticism allow only embryonic space for the discussion of religion, and certainly 
not much for an integration of religion and sex. In the overwhelming tide of the 
postcolonial criticism, religion is reduced to its minimal form and power and 
leaves little trace in literature after 18^ Century. Perhaps the only way to re-
capture the 'ancient' passion of the harmony of the body and the soul is by 
reading the poetry of John Donne. 
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